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Abstract
Selecting a hotel at which to stay can be a complex process, especially for leisure travellers. 
At the same time, an increasing number of such customers are using the internet to both 
search for and select hotels. Hence the purpose of this research is to model the leisure 
traveller’s online hotel selection process. Whilst hospitality researchers (Lewis, 1984; Callan, 
1998; Lockyer, 2002) have identified important attributes that may be used in hotel selection 
process, none has ever verified these findings with actual hotel selection behaviours. 
Similarly previous hospitality e-commerce researchers have focused on website design and 
quality, evaluating web site performance, intention to purchase from a website, but have not 
examined online hotel selection behaviours. This investigation is grounded on the 
consideration set and the choice set concepts (Wright and Barbour, 1977). Through 
experimental observation of online hotel selection behaviours, the consideration set, the 
choice set, and the attributes used in the decision process were identified. The average size of 
the consideration set and the choice set were 33.9 and 4.1, respectively. The average 
numbers of attributes used in forming the consideration set and the choice set were 3.3 and
2.6, respectively. The attributes used in forming the choice set were conditional to the 
attributes used in forming the consideration set. The heuristics used in forming the 
consideration set were elimination-by-aspects and conjunctive, but the heuristics used in 
forming the choice set could not be identified. In order to compare the results of this 
experimental study with previous research, the same respondents were also asked to 
undertake conjoint analysis -  a methodology used in prior studies (Wong and Lam, 2001; 
Ding, et al., 2001; Koo, et al., 1999). The five attributes researched - in order of importance - 
were brand, star-ratings, price, location, and review. This alternative approach to researching 
hotel selection was found to produce different and inferior results when compared with the 
findings of the main study.
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This research provides the first empirical evidence of the existence of the consideration set 
and the choice set in the online hotel selection process, as well as their characteristics. It 
identified attributes used in the decision making process. It also develops operational 
definitions of the consideration set and the choice set suitable for online selection research. 
Finally it examines the influences of website attributes, such as reviews and comparison, on 
decision making.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
i
How does a traveller select a hotel to stay? Previous researchers have attempted to answer 
this question with different research approaches, such as hotel selection (Lewis, 1984; Callan, 
1998; Lockyer, 2002); service requirements (Weaver and Oh, 1993); preferences (McCleary, 
Weaver & Lan, 1994); perceptions (Dube and Renaghan, 1999); service quality, loyalty, and 
satisfactions (Shoemaker and Lewis, 1999; Bowen and Shoemaker, 1998). Most of this 
research has addressed the hotel selection process through surveys of the most important 
attributes when making hotel purchase decisions. However, none have attempted to observe 
attributes used in the decision making process. In other words, attributes have been perceived 
important based on their relative ranking, but no one has researched if travellers actually use 
these attributes in the selection process.
Furthermore, no previous studies have taken into consideration that attributes can be 
classified as search, experience, and credence (Nelson, 1970, 1974; Darby and Kami, 1973). 
Search attributes can be examined before purchases; experience attributes can be examined 
only after purchases; while credence attributes are difficult to judge even after purchases. 
For example, attributes such as cleanliness and safety and security have been identified as 
important attributes by various researchers (Hart, 1993; Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, et 
al., 1994), but a decision maker will not be able to evaluate cleanliness or safety and security 
before checking into a hotel unless they have a prior experience with that hotel. Therefore, 
the role the experience attributes play in traveller’s decision making for new stays is highly 
questionable.
In addition, Myers and Alpert (1968) differentiated between determinant attributes, salient 
attributes, and important attributes. Determinant attributes can be salient and/or important,
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but must differentiate one offering from another. Alpert (1980) stated that features that are 
non-determinant in one stage may become determinant in the other stages. While previous 
research has identified important attributes, it is not clear if these are determinant attributes, 
and if they are considered at the same stage. This study seeks to be the first that explores the 
consumers’ actual hotel selection process.
Furthermore it explores the role that the internet plays in this selection process. Research 
from the Travel Industry Association of America (TIA) showed that, in 2005, 79 million 
Americans planned their trips online, and more than 64 million actually booked online (While 
the number of Americans, 2006). Although the internet has been credited for allowing 
customers to search, compare, and purchase online (Carroll and Siguaw, 2003), previous 
researchers have not addressed these issues directly. Hotel based research has focused on: 
web site design (Jeong & Lambert, 2001), web site quality (Jeong, et al., 2003), evaluating 
web site performance (Chung and Law, 2003; Baloglu and Pekcan, 2006), intention to 
purchase from a web site, and important information for making travel decisions online 
(Powley, et al., 2004; Law and Hsu, 2005; Wong and Law, 2005). However, this research 
did not address the decision rules and criteria used by travellers to select hotels. Specifically, 
after a leisure traveller enters the travel date and the number of travellers into a travel 
agency’s or a hotel company’s web site, how does he/she search, compare, and select a hotel 
to stay?
Since the study considers consumer decision-making, with a focus on pre-purchase 
evaluation stage, the theory that emerges as potentially the most suitable is that of 
consideration set and choice set formation. This has previously been used as a framework by 
e-commerce researchers to understand online selection and decision making behaviours. This
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research builds on this by applying it in the context of the hotel selection literature, and 
hospitality e-commerce literature. There are only two known studies (Morgan, 1991; Oomi, 
2003) that addressed the evoked set and the consideration set with respect to hotel selection. 
However, neither of these directly measured or modelled the components and formation of 
these sets, which is the intention of this study. The original evoked set concept (Howard and 
Sheth, 1969) has been expanded into the consideration set and the choice set by Wright and 
Barbour (1977). In Wright and Barbour’s research, the consideration set consisted of brands 
that already passed the initial screen, and the choice set was the sub group of the 
consideration set which passed another screen. The consideration set and the choice set 
concepts demonstrate a multi-phased decision process, which corresponds to Fesenmaier and 
Jeng (2000) who observed that the travel decision making process is a complex multi-stage 
process layered along a hierarchical set of activities. To form the evoked set, the decision 
maker will reduce the number of brands based on information of important attributes 
(Belonax and Mittelstaedt, 1978). Decision makers use conjunctive and disjunctive heuristics 
to reduce the number of acceptable brands in the evoked set (Park, 1976). Yet, previous 
hotel selection studies have not examined the multi-stage process, or the heuristics used in the 
process.
Hence the research question being addressed in this dissertation is how leisure travellers 
search, compare, and select a hotel to stay from a group of hotels provided by a given travel 
web site. This research intends to answer these questions through observations in a contrived 
setting, surveys, as well as a full-profile conjoint analysis. The organization of this 
dissertation is as follows.
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Chapter Two is the Literature Review. It starts with the rationale for using the theory of 
consideration and choice sets as the theoretical framework for this study. It outlines the 
history of the evoked set and then reviews different approaches in this domain. This is 
followed by a review of major attribute theories, and hotel attribute literature. Literature 
related to online/offline consumers, and online consumer behaviour is reviewed before 
research related to purchasing hotel rooms online. This section finishes with the 
identifications of issues not addressed by previous researchers.
Chapter Three explains the research design and methodology. It begins with research 
philosophy that underpins the research. It presents the research propositions and examines 
the methodologies used in previous research. The proposed research design includes 
observations in an experimental setting, supported by a questionnaire survey, and full-profile 
conjoint analysis to identify attribute utilities of hotel selections.
Chapter Four briefly reviews the research aim, propositions, and research methods. It also 
presents subjects’ characteristics, the findings of the experimental observation study, and the 
findings from the conjoint analysis. Chap 4 concludes with a hotel selection model built on 
the observation data.
Chapter Five discusses attributes and heuristics used in the decision making process. This 
author then cross examines the findings from the observations and the conjoint analysis, 
compares research findings with previous literature, discusses the website impact on decision 
makers’ behaviour, and finishes with insights gained from the applied research methods.
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Chapter Six presents the study conclusions, potential contributions, and limitations. The 
author identifies future research opportunities for hospitality researchers, and proposes 
feasible suggestions to the hospitality practitioners.
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 8
Chapter 2 Literature Review
Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard (1995) defined the research objectives of consumer behaviour 
are to ‘understand and predict consumer behaviour; and to discover cause-and-effect 
relationship that governs persuasion and/or education’. Engel et al. (1995) classified 
consumer decision making into a six-stage process. It starts with need recognition, followed 
by search, pre-purchase evaluation, purchase, consumption, post-purchase alternative 
evaluation, and divestment. Similar framework can be found from Assael (1998), whom 
classified the decision making process into need arousal, consumer information process, 
brand evaluation, purchase and postpurchase evaluation. As shown in Figure 2.1, this 
research will focus on the pre-purchase evaluation stage of the consumer decision process. 
Engel (1995) stated that basic consumer needs and decision process are universal, but the 
decision process will be shaped by individual variables, environmental variables, and 
psychological process. Specifically, the individual variables include consumer resources, 
knowledge, attitude, motivations, personality, value, and life style. The environmental 
variables are culture, social class, personal influences, family, and situation. The 
psychological process includes information process, learning, and attitude and behaviour 
change. The potential influences of individual variables and environmental variables should 
not be ignored, and will be controlled by using a homogeneous sample group and an identical 
travel schedule and budget.
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Figure 2.1 Consumer Decision Making (Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard, 1995)
N e e d
r e c o g n i t i o n
P r e - p u r c h a s e  
e v a l u a t i o n Pu r c b a s eS e a r c h
Focus of this Research
C o n s u m p t i o n
S K .
P o s t ­
p u r c h a s e
e v a l u a t i o n
Engel (1995) stated that consumers must decide which choice alternatives and evaluative 
criteria to use in judging the alternatives. Based on the evaluative criteria, consumers judge 
the relative performance of the choice alternatives. Consumers then apply different decision 
rules to select an alternative. The aim of this research is to focus on pre-purchase evaluation 
of an online hotel selection task, and identify the choice alternatives (the consideration set 
and the choice set), the attributes used in the decision process as evaluative criteria, and the 
heuristics used in the decision process. In addressing the pre-purchase decision stage, 
Antonides and van Raaij (1998) explained the formation of the awareness set, the 
consideration set, and the choice set; and stated the process is multi-phased. Different 
decision rules or heuristics may be used in the pre-purchase process. Assael (1998) 
discussed the pre-purchase decision making process along with two variables, the degree of 
consumer involvement and the extent of decision making. Depends on how involved the 
consumer is, and whether the purchase decision is routine or non-routine, consumers will 
invest different time and effort to make the decision. The consumer involvement and the
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extent of decision making were treated as individual and environmental variables under 
Engel’s framework.
Hence, three emerging variables in the pre-purchase alternative evaluation process are the 
choice alternatives, which are the consideration set and the choice set (Wright and Barbour, 
1977); evaluative criteria, which are the dimensions or attributes used in evaluating 
alternatives; and heuristics, which are the decision rules used in making the selection. This 
research intends to examine these three variables under the online hotel selection process.
Consideration set and choice set theory have been the recent focus for e-commerce and online 
decision making researchers (Alba, et al., 1997; Bucklin et al., 2002; Haubl and Trifts, 2000; 
Haubl and Dellaert, 2003; Kamis and Stohr, 2003 and 2006; Ho and Tam, 2005; Punji and 
Moore, 2007; Xiao and Bonbasar, 2007). Such researchers are interested in understanding 
how consumers form the consideration set or choice set in the e-commerce environment, and 
how decision support tools can improve the decision quality and satisfaction. These research 
interests signal the importance of understanding the online selection process, and help justify 
the adoption of consideration set and choice set for this study.
In contrast, hospitality research related to the consideration set and the choice set are rare.
Morgan (1991) conducted a hospitality research in the evoked set. Morgan stated:
“Marketing strategy should take the evoked set into consideration, because the actual 
choices o f individual consumers depend crucially on which brands are in the evoked 
set and which are not. Furthermore, by manipulating the evoked set, marketers 
should be able to make a substantial difference in the customer choice and thereby 
influence market share and chain-wide profitability” (Morgan, 1991, p. 41).
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Morgan (1991) found the effect of advertising alone, without actual stay, on the evoked set of 
frequent business travellers is nil; and both more-frequent and less-frequent travellers have a 
strong memory for those lodging chains for which they have seen advertising and at which 
they have recently stayed. He suggested that membership in travellers’ evoked set is a 
function of a combination of prior stay and advertising exposure than to either of those 
factors alone. He concluded that more research needs to be done in the area of evoked set 
membership of lodging chains.
Oomi (2003) compared the consideration set sizes between the electronic (online) markets 
and conventional markets. He used a student sample to conduct the experiment. The 
experiment consisted of two tasks, (1) to search for flights and one-week accommodations in 
Hawaii, and (2) to search for flights and one-week accommodations in Brisbane. He found 
the consideration set sizes for electronic markets are bigger than the consideration set sizes 
for the conventional markets. In the electronic market, the consideration sets for flights to 
Hawaii, flights to Brisbane, accommodations in Hawaii, and accommodations in Brisbane are 
7.04, 5.63, 13.51, and 4.71 accordingly.
Morgan (1991) intended to understand the effect of advertising on the components of the 
evoked set, but did not report the evoked set. Oomi (2003) attempted to understand the 
impact of the information sources on the consideration set sizes, but did not focus on how 
subjects make selections. These two known evoked set and consideration set research did not 
focus on the decision making process. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, e-commerce 
and online decision making researchers have used the consideration set and the choice set to 
understand online decision making. This research aims to apply the consideration set and the 
choice set theory to understand a traveller’s online hotel selection behaviour.
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This chapter consists of three main sections, as shown in Figure 2.2. The first section 
reviews the three major research approaches of the consideration set, the choice set, and 
heuristics. The second section reviews attribute literature in the context of both the general 
business and the hotel industry. The third section reviews online consumer behaviour in the 
context of the general business and the hotel industry. Through literature reviews, questions 
not addressed by previous research have been identified, and research propositions have been 
developed.
Figure 2.2 Gap between Consideration Set, Attributes, Online Consumer Behaviour, and
Hotel Research
Oomi, 2003
Research from 
Jelong & Lambert, 
2001; Jeong, et al., 
2003; Chung and 
Law, 2003; Baloglu 
and Pekcan, 2006.
2.1 From the Evoked Set to the Consideration Set and the Choice Set
The ‘Evoked Set’ was first published in ‘The Theory of Buying Behaviour’ by Howard and
Sheth in 1969. In this book, the authors stated,
‘The brands that become alternatives to the buyer’s choice decision are generally a
small number, collectively called his “evoked set” the evoked set is composed o f
only a few brands out o f the many brands that are available in the market
Morgan, 1991
Research from Lewis, 1984; 
Callan, 1998; Lockyer, 2002; 
Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, 
Weaver and Lan, 1994; Dube and 
Renaghan, 1999.
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Narayana and Markin (1975) further developed the evoked set concept into the awareness set, 
the inert set, and the inept set. The evoked set consists of all brands consumers evaluated 
positively. The inept set is brands consumers evaluated negatively. The inert set consists of 
brands in which consumers have neither positive nor negative evaluation. These authors 
found the evoked set sizes for such consumer products as tooth paste, mouthwash, deodorant, 
and beer were 2, 1.3, 1.6, and 3.5.
Wright and Barbour (1977) argued that treating multi-phase decision process as combination 
of several separate, independent, single phase decision processes may neglect the dynamics 
of prior decisions have upon the later purchase decisions. In their research, their subjects 
applied conjunctive heuristics on the consideration set to form a sub group, and made the 
final purchase choice from this sub group. Later, scholars labelled this sub group as the 
choice set. There was no specific definition for the consideration set or the choice set. Wright 
and Barbour (1977) believed dimensionwise, instead of optionwise, processing comparison 
may be used in the consideration set formation process. Alba and Chattopadhyay (1985) 
interpreted the evoked set definition, and emphasized two criteria - awareness and purchase 
intention; and noted that both must be met for brands to be included in the evoked set.
Not limited to the above studies, other researchers built on the evoked set (Howard and Sheth, 
1969) and developed other set concepts to better explain consumers’ selection behaviour. 
The evolution of the term “evoked set” to “consideration set” and “choice set”, as well as the 
development of other related terms showed interpretations from different researchers to 
Howard and Sheth’s original concept, and the need to further define the term for operational 
purposes. It is noted for the purposes of this dissertation, the consideration set refers to 
alternatives which passed the first screening criterion, while the choice set is the sub group
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from which the subjects made the final choice. The reason behind this decision is supported 
by Wright and Barbour (1977) that treating multi-phase decision process as independent, 
separate decision process may overlook the dynamics of prior decisions have on the later 
decisions. Moreover, Fesenmaier and Jeng (2000) stated that the travel decision making 
process is a complex multi-stage process layered along a hierarchical set of activities. 
Therefore, the author believes the adoptions of the consideration set and the choice set can 
better demonstrate that the accommodation purchase process is a multi-stage process.
2.2 Evoked Set Sizes and Contents
Roberts and Nedungadi (1995) classified research of the evoked set into three categories, (1) 
the learning approach, (2) the cost-benefit approach, and (3) the information process 
approach.
The learning approach started with Campell (1969), as well as Howard and Sheth (1969), and 
views the evoked set as “a deliberate heuristic employed by the consumer to reduce purchase 
effort” (Roberts and Nedungadi, 1995). The cost -  benefit approach assumes consumers will 
maximize utility when forming the consideration set. Consumers will weigh the cost of 
evaluating a new brand versus the benefit of adding the brand. Consequently, the 
consideration set is quite stable, as the benefit must exceed the evaluation cost for the 
consumer to even consider this brand. Research from this approach can be best represented 
by Gensch (1987), Gensch and Soofi (1995), Roberts (1989), Roberts and Lattin (1991), 
whose research was related to heuristic modelling. The information process approach 
focused on the consideration set formation process, and the identification of factors which 
can influence the components of the consideration set. Research from this approach can be
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best presented by Nedungadi (1990), Nedungadi, et al., (1992, 2001). These three 
approaches identified by Roberts and Nedungadi (1995) are further discussed below.
2.2.1 The Learning Approach
In 1969, Brian Campbell provided the first empirical evidence of the evoked set by 
measuring the evoked set sizes for toothpaste and laundry detergent. Campbell found only 
‘brand loyalty’ and ‘importance of price differences among brands’ were associated with the 
evoked set size, and no relationship was identified between the evoked set size and any 
demographic characteristics. Campbell (1969) concluded that the evoked set size is an 
individual phenomenon as buyers were consistent in their relative evoked set size across both 
product categories.
Gronhaug (1973) found the evoked set size for automobiles was less than 3 (69% of 96 new 
car owners). He identified that the evoked set size is positively related to interest, time 
pressure, perceived risk, and ‘venturesomeness’. However, the evoked set sizes and 
consumer experiences showed a ‘u-shape’ relationship, which means that the evoked set sizes 
changed according to the users’ experiences. The first time buyers have no previous 
experiences, and need to learn and consider several alternatives. The knowledge can then be 
used when these buyers have to buy their second and third cars. However, as these buyers 
gain more experience in buying and using cars, they may want to extend their alternatives 
when they purchase their fourth and fifth cars. Gronhaug’s research has implications for this 
study in three ways. First, a car is a relatively important, non-routine buying decision. 
Second, he tried to measure the influence of a situational variable (time pressure), and 
personal variables, such as interest, perceived risks and ‘venturesomeness’. Third, he linked 
this research back to problem solving and information search, and found,
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“(1) to evaluate many alternatives implies an ‘open’ form o f problem solving, and 
that (2) in ‘open ’ problem solving situations, one is more inclined to make use o f 
information than otherwise’’(Gronhaug, 1973, p. 238).
Prasad (1975) linked “perceived product performance risk” and “self-confidence” to 
“cognitive clarity need” and “evoked set size”. He found that when perceived product 
performance risk and product-specific self-confidence are both high, consumers with high 
need for cognitive clarity are likely to have smaller evoked sets than those with low need for 
cognitive clarity. When either perceived performance risk or product specific self-confidence 
is low, the evoked set sizes are not significantly different among consumers with high and 
low levels of need for cognitive clarity.
In their research to identify awareness set, inert set, and inept set, Narayana and Markin 
(1975) found the evoked set sizes for tooth paste, mouthwash, deodorant, and beer are 2, 1.3,
1.6, and 3.5 accordingly.
May and Homans (1977) researched car owners and found that information processors who 
operate at the ‘concrete’ level have smaller evoked sets than information processors who 
operate at the ‘abstract’ level. When subjects mentioned the name or the series of the make 
bought, these subjects were treated as operating at the concrete level, while subjects 
mentioned the attributes or functions of the make bought, were treated as operating at the 
abstract level.
Belonax and Mittelstaedt (1978) claimed that people will try to simplify the decision process 
by reducing either the number of brands or reducing the number of choice criteria. They 
suggested reducing the number of brands will be more feasible, due to the number of 
comparisons that can be reduced. On the other hand, reducing the number of choice criteria
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may give away or trade off some of the consumption goals. Therefore, they suggested, 
consumers will eliminate brands from consideration based on the important attribute 
information. They found that the evoked set size is inversely related to the number of choice 
criteria used in the evaluation task, and the evoked set size is inversely related to the 
variability but directly related to the mean level of the attribute ratings presented in the 
evaluation task. Further, Belonax (1979) reported that the difficulty in evaluating brands is 
directly related to the number of choice criteria used in the evaluation task. In addition, the 
difficulty in evaluating the brands is inversely related to the variability and directly related to 
the mean level of the attribute ratings presented in the evaluation task.
Myers (1979) commented that the question of evoked set formation was still not answered. 
In his opinion, he believed a better theory and longitudinal research design were needed. 
Based on work from different research in heuristics, he suspected the evoked set may be 
explained by a phasing model using different heuristics in different stages. He also raised the 
question that different researchers use different operational definitions.
Troye (1984) researched the contents of evoked set, and found that (1) alternatives included 
in the evoked set share more similarity than alternatives not included in the evoked set, (2) 
when given homogeneous alternatives, subjects tend to have a smaller evoked set, (3) when 
faced with highly similar alternatives, subjects have greater tendency to either accept or reject 
them all in the evoked set, than subjects faced with heterogeneous alternatives.
Reilly and Parkinson (1985) conducted a comprehensive research to investigate the evoked 
set for eight non-durable goods. They found the evoked set size was linked to product related 
factors, such as brand loyalty, the number of brands subjects were aware of, the degree to
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which different brands were utilized in different consumption situation; and individual related 
factors, such as education and family size.
Brand and Cronin (1997) proposed a ‘reconsideration’ set to account for the post-purchase 
evaluation. They examined the relationship between the sizes of the awareness set, the 
evoked set, the reconsideration set; and retail types, product class importance, reseller loyalty, 
perceived risk, and consumer experiences. They found the sizes of awareness set, evoked set 
and reconsideration set differed among retail types; and that consumer experiences decrease 
the sizes of these three sets. In addition, they also identified that the evoked set size 
decreases as the loyalty increases; with no statistic support for the hypotheses that the sizes of 
these three sets increases as perceived risk increases. The four retail types examined were 
convenience stores, health clubs, fast food outlets, and medical services. Their research mix- 
used the terms of evoked set, consideration set, and choice set.
2.2.2 The Cost-Benefit Approach: Heuristics and Choice Modelling
Beginning in the 1980s, researchers extended their focus to choice modelling. Noticeably, 
both the cost-benefit approach and information process approach (see below) utilize 
mathematical modelling in their research, which is not seen in the learning approach.
Heuristics are decision rules used by consumers to simplify the decision making process.
According to Psychologymatters.org, heuristics are defined as “cognitive strategies, or ‘rule
o f thumb’, often used as shortcuts in solving a complex inferential task.” The following
paragraph from Cognitive Social Psychology (Moskowitz, 2001) further explains heuristics:
“People are strategic and flexible information processors who use heuristic 
approaches to solve problems. These approaches lead to errors and systematic biases, 
but at the same time show people’s flexibility in allocation o f cognitive resources and
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the ingenious ways in which people obtain approximate solutions to complex 
problems.“
Huber (1997) commented that people take little time to make decisions. With poor 
information, heuristics are used to make acceptable choices decisions, with limited efforts 
from the consumers.
Heuristics can be categorized as compensatory, such as linear, weighted linear, and multi­
attributes, as well as non-compensatory, such as conjunctive, disjunctive, and lexicographic 
(Pras and Summers, 1975; Wright, 1975; Parkinson and Reilly, 1979). When applying 
compensatory heuristics, the weak attributes of an alternative can be compensated by the 
stronger attributes. On the other hand, non-compensatory heuristics do not take into 
consideration the complementarities among attributes within an alternative.
Under the conjunctive heuristic, a product will be chosen if it meets all standards in all preset 
thresholds. Kelindofer (1993) wrote, “Conjunctive rules are o f the form ‘A i  is acceptable i f  
X r i  is acceptable andX r2  is acceptable and ...andX rk  is acceptable’ for the k attributes in 
question (Kelindofer, 1993, p. 120).” For example, a hotel will be selected only if it has air 
conditioning, a swimming pool, and 4-stars ranking. Other hotels which do not meet all three 
criteria will be eliminated from the selection process.
Under the disjunctive heuristic, a product will be chosen if it meets any of the standards in all 
present thresholds. Kelindofer (1993) again wrote, “an alternative is accepted i f  it scores
sufficiently high on at least one dimension A is acceptable ifXri is sufficiently high or Xr2
is sufficiently high or...or X rk  is sufficiently high’ for the k attributes examined (Kelindofer, 
1993, p. 120).” For example, a hotel will be selected if it has either air conditioning, a
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swimming pool, or a 4-star ranking. Only hotels without any of the three attributes will be 
eliminated from the selection process.
The elimination-by-aspects heuristic compares alternatives one attribute at a time. Those 
alternatives that do not meet the preset standard will be eliminated. Those that do meet the 
present standard will be compared at another attribute. The process continues until only one 
alternative remains. For example, all hotels will be compared based on the availability of air 
conditioning. Those with air conditioning will then be compared based on the availability of 
a swimming pool. Those with air conditioning and swimming pool will then be compared on 
the availability of 4-stars or higher rankings. If there are more than two hotels with air 
conditioning, swimming pool, and 4-stars or higher rankings, another attribute will be used to 
compare these hotels. The elimination-by-aspects heuristic can compare attributes based on 
sequence of the relative importance, but often more on a random sequence.
The lexicographic heuristic is similar to the elimination-by-aspects heuristic, but differs in the 
sequence of attribute comparison. The lexicographic heuristic compares alternatives based 
on the importance of attributes. For example, if the availability of swimming pool is the most 
important criterion, followed by air conditioning, and then 4-star or higher rankings, then 
hotels will be compared by this sequence.
Under the linear heuristic, one evaluates each attribute of a product and assigns the attribute 
with a value. All attribute values of this product will be added up to reach the product value. 
All products will be compared with their total value. The additive heuristic can be seen as 
weighting all attributes as equal. The product with the highest value will be selected. 
Kelindofer (1993) wrote,
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“The individual evaluates each relevant attribute j  through a value function vj and 
indicates its relative importance value by a weight wj. Let Xy denote the level o f 
alternative At for attribute j. The overall value for an alternative i is given by Vi = 
X wjv(xy). The alternative with the largest overall value is the most desirable one 
(Kelindofer, 1993, p. 123).”
Four heuristics, conjunctive, disjunctive, elimination-by-aspects, and lexicographic, are 
classified as non-compensatory, since no trade-offs between attributes are considered. Hence, 
the ‘superior in one’ attribute cannot make up for the inferior attribute. On the other hand, 
the linear heuristic is compensatory. Therefore, the poor evaluation of one attribute can be 
compensated by the good evaluation in another attribute.
Heuristics can also be categorized by processing attributes or by processing brands. 
Heuristics that process by attributes compare alternatives by attributes, one at a time. 
Heuristics included in this category are lexicographic and elimination-by-aspects. On the 
other hand, heuristics that process by brands consider several attributes of a single alternative 
before processing the second alternative. Included in this category are conjunctive, 
disjunctive, and linear heuristics.
Pras and Summers (1975) expanded the evoked set research from evoked set sizes to 
heuristics. They found the conjunctive model to be the best predictor of preferential rank 
order when all alternatives were considered. When only “acceptable alternatives” are 
considered, the linear addictive model performs better than conjunctive model. The 
conjunctive model may be used to rank unsatisfactory alternatives, and form the evoked set. 
Followed Pras and Summer (1975), Belonax and Mittelstaedt (1978) believed consumers go 
through a two stage process. Consumers may employ different decision rules in these two 
stages.
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Following up on Myers’ recommendations (1979), Brisoux and Laroche (1981) researched 
six decision rules, and found that the conjunctive model can best predict the brands in the 
evoked set. Their finding confirmed the research from Pras and Summers (1975). They used 
the decomposition approach to examine six decision rules and identified conjunctive as the 
best predictor for the evoked set. The researchers in their study asked beer drinkers to: rank 
attributes; identify their awareness set; the evoked set; the inept set; the inert set, and prior 
experience with each brand. The researchers then developed a perceptual space from the 
brand perceptions, and decomposed this space according to different decision rules. The 
conjunctive rule outperformed other heuristics based on their finding that no other brands 
were found in the evoked sets for 72% of all respondents.
Parkinson and Reilly (1979) used the composition approach to identify the best heuristics in 
formatting the evoked set. By identifying the awareness set, the evoked set, the ranking of 
attributes, the importance of attributes, and cutoff points; they applied different heuristics to 
compose the simulated evoked set, and compared them with the actual evoked set. They 
defined the “best fit” criterion as “the similarity o f the simulated and actual evoked sets that 
was evaluated based on the percentage o f correct decision”, and “perfect” criterion as “the 
simulated evoked sets which matched actual evoked sets exactly”. They identified that 
unweighted linear compensatory and lexicographic heuristics are the most effective in fitting 
between simulated evoked sets and actual evoked sets.
Laroche, Kim and Matsui (2003) researched beer and fast food, and confirmed that 
conjunctive heuristic as the best predictor. They also mentioned the impact of the internet on 
consumer search, and expected the conjunctive rule will be magnified by the new medium.
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In terms of heuristics, the above authors investigated the predicting rate of each heuristic. 
These researchers focused on a single-stage process, the formation of the evoked set, and 
differed from following researchers who worked on a two-stage process.
Wright (1975) asked 180 subjects to evaluate cash registers in order to examine the number 
of options and strategies (average, weighted average, conjunctive, and lexicographic) used in 
the selection process. He found as the number of options went up, the accuracy of decisions 
as well as the subjects’ confidence went down, and the perceived difficulties went up. 
Lexicographic was identified as having the best execution, while conjunctive heuristic was 
perceived as more difficult than the other three heuristics. Weighted average heuristic was 
perceived as less difficult than average heuristic. Subjects also reported that when only two 
options were involved, average heuristic was the common used; when six options are 
involved, weighted average heuristic was the common used. The research methodology 
asked subjects to execute the selection process based on different heuristics.
Park (1976) investigated the relationship between heuristics, product familiarity and product 
complexity. He found that, regardless the product complexity, unweighted linear 
compensatory model is used when the product familiarity is low, while weighted linear 
compensatory model is used when the product familiarity is high. Conjunctive model is used 
when the product familiarity is moderate, and the product complexity is high. In terms of 
predictive power, the unweighted linear compensatory and weighted linear compensatory 
perform better than conjunctive and disjunctive models. He said, “the conjunctive model is 
more effective in rejecting an alternative and the disjunctive model is more effective in 
accepting an alternative (Park, 1976, p. 145)”. Therefore, he observed, it is inappropriate 
and misleading to conclude that one heuristic is inferior to other heuristics in predicting
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consumer choices. Additionally, he noted that the weighted compensatory model and 
unweighted compensatory model can be seen as strategies to reduce the number of attributes 
in the evaluation process. In contrast, consumers, he suggested, use conjunctive and 
disjunctive heuristics to reduce the number of acceptable brands in the evoked set.
Wright and Barbour (1977) used a 2*2 cross factorial to investigate the consideration set and 
the choice set. They encouraged their study subjects to evaluate attributes in sequence of 
either maximum utility or convenience. Also, they manipulated the potential choice set size 
to be either equal to or smaller than the target number of options. They tested: if the final 
choice came from the choice set; if any evidence shown the subject had considered any 
choice outside of the choice set; and if the subject indicated that he had reconsidered options 
eliminated during the choice set formation process. No inconsistencies among these 
measures were found for any subject. They further used protocol analysis to identify 
heuristics used in the choice set stage. They found dimension-wise ordinal comparisons, 
such as lexicographic and attribute dominance, involving two or more options, were used in 
about 75% of the observed cases. The attribute dominance strategy used a ‘simple majority’ 
vote counting rule to establish preference. They did not identify support of using either a 
conjunctive or additive-difference strategies in the choice set phase. They attributed the lack 
of use of conjunctive heuristics to subjects’ fatigue, and stated conjunctive is more effective 
when subjects perceive information overloads. They specified the identification reference for 
five different heuristics, and performed content analysis of subjects’ written protocols to 
identify the specific heuristics used. Different approaches, such as tracking eye movements 
and protocol analysis, were mentioned as methods to obtain evidence on heuristics. They 
raised the issues that the attribute order used in the evaluation may cause bias, and people 
seldom reconsider the alternatives eliminated during the previous selection process.
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Lussier and Olshavsky (1979) used protocol analysis to investigate task complexity and brand 
choice processes. With a sample size of 27, the researchers verified a two-step strategy, 
which was suggested by Park (1976). They observed that when the number of brands 
increased, the subjects first used a non-compensatory heuristic (conjunctive) to reduce the 
number of alternatives, and used a compensatory heuristic to select from the remaining 
alternatives. They found the number of attributes did not influence the basic character of the 
choice strategy. As the number of alternatives increased, the portion of information used 
decreased. Their research is important due to the fact that protocol analysis was used to 
record the process. They also addressed the advantages and disadvantages of protocol 
analysis (Luissier and Olshavsky, 1979). Protocol analysis, or verbal protocols, were used by 
Payne and Ragsdale (1978) and Bettman and Park (1980) to study heuristics.
Gensch (1987) developed a two-stage disaggregate attribute choice model through the use of 
mathematic formulas. Gensch compared different disaggregate attribute choice models, and 
concluded that: (1) conjoint analysis requires an experiment design and faces the difficulties 
to obtain sufficient data; (2) multidimensional scaling family faces the limitation of being 
unable to deal with huge amount of data; and (3) determined that using survey data input for 
disaggregate attribute choice model was the only method without the drawbacks of the 
previous two methods. Based on heuristics research done by others, Gensch proposed a two- 
stage choice model. In the first stage, a non-compensatory model, individuals used an 
attribute processing approach to reduce the number of alternatives into a smaller set. In the 
second stage, a compensatory model, study individuals compared alternatives to each other, 
and made the final choice. The maximum-likelihood-hierarch model and logit were used in 
the two-stage disaggregate choice model. Gensch used empirical data to test this two-stage
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model and proved it is more successful in predicting accuracy than single-stage disaggregate 
choice models.
Other researchers also used algebraic expression to describe the consideration set formation 
process, as well as factors which may impact on consideration set components. Given search 
costs and utility maximization, Roberts (1989) and Roberts and Lattin (1991) developed 
compensatory models for consideration set size and composition. Gensch and Soofi (1995) 
compared a minimum discrimination information model with maximum likelihood estimation 
and Monte Carlo simulation, and demonstrated more leverage can come from the 
consideration phase than from the evaluation phase. Jeidi, Kohli, and Desarbo (1996) 
incorporated a consideration set into conjoint analysis, and suggested the effect of 
consideration set can better improve the predictive performance of the conjoint choice 
simulation. Additionally, Nedungadi and Kanekar (1992) proposed a logit model for brand 
consideration.
2.2.3 The Information Process Approach
Scholars in the information process approach study the relationship between memory and the 
consideration set. Followed up the research by Alba and Chattopadhyay (1985), Nedungadi 
(1990), Nedungadi, Chattopadhyay, and Muthukrishnan (2001) manipulated brand 
information accessibilities to measure the consideration set and choice set. Nedungadi (1990) 
concluded brand accessibility and external retrieval cues may influence consideration set 
formation. Nedungadi, et al., (2001) demonstrated that the provision of product structure 
increases brand recall and decreases inhibitory effects of part-set cues. Moreover, they 
observed, when using an existing category structure, the choices made are more consistent 
with the preferences.
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Roberts and Lattin (1997) commented that, between 1991 and 1997, some researchers had 
focused on the studies of the influences of marketing mix on the consideration set. Roberts 
and Lattin argued that these researchers did not take explicit measures of consideration set, 
and stated,
“they cannot address whether the consideration stage o f their model corresponds to a 
cognitive stage o f consideration in the consumer’s decision process, or i f  it is just a 
statistical artifact o f the data” (Roberts and Lattin, 1997, p. 407).
These same arguments can be applied to following researchers. Han, Gupta, and Lehmann 
(1994) modelled the impact of price discounts to consideration set formation. Price discounts, 
they estimated, must reach the threshold of the brand to be included in the consideration set. 
Mitra, Reiss, and Capella (1999) examined consideration sets over several purchase 
occasions, and the stability under differentiating advertising and reminder advertising. The 
results from this research showed that advertising will not increase the consideration set size. 
In addition, the number of brands considered at least once by customers exposed under 
differentiating advertising is smaller than customers exposed to no ads. Petrof and Daghfoud 
(1996) defined the evoked set as the preferred brands, and found brands are not important for 
consumer supermarket shopping.
Furthermore, psychologists and economists are interested in modelling choice behaviour. 
Ben-akiva et al. (1999) proposed a theoretical framework for modelling choice behaviour 
which incorporates latent variables such as memory, motivation and affect; as well as 
observable variables, perceptions, belief, tastes, goals, attitudes, and preference. They 
encouraged empirical tests for their model. Russell et al. (1999) extended the choice models 
into cross-category considering both cross-category learning and product bundling. Cross-
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category consideration is when customers can choose from more than one product category to 
satisfy their needs. This may happen due to lack of knowledge, goal conflicts, goal 
ambiguity, etc. Cross-category learning refers to customers who evolve their choices from 
one category to other categories through learning over time. An example is that customers 
normally start with checking service with a bank, and extend to saving and financial 
management services. Product bundling is when customers purchase from two different 
products in two different categories in order to maximize the utilities. An example is a 
camera that cannot work without film.
Allenby, et al. (2005) stated that only recently marketing experts began to model consumer 
wants to brand beliefs and consideration sets; and consideration sets to preference orderings 
and choices. They attributed these to the lack of proper tools. However, they believed the 
advance of Bayesian methods will overcome the technical challenges.
2.2.4 The Consideration Set and Choice Set Concepts used by E-Commerce Researchers 
The consideration set and the choice set have been used to examine online selection and 
decision making (Alba, et al., 1997; Bucklin et al., 2002; Haubl and Trifts, 2000; Haubl and 
Dellaert, 2003; Kamis and Stohr, 2003 and 2006; Ho and Tam, 2005; Punji and Moore, 2007; 
Xiao and Bonbasar, 2007). However, not all researchers measured or identified the evoked 
set, the consideration set, and the choice set. In fact, Roberts and Lattin (1997) criticized that 
some researchers did not measure the consideration set, and may treat it as statistical piece of 
the data. For those researchers who measured the evoked set, the consideration set, and the 
choice set, some asked subjects to list (unaided) their sets (Narayana and Markin, 1975; 
Prasad, 1975); while others provided a brand list and asked subjects to identify their sets
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(Belonax and Mittelestaedt, 1978; Brisoux and Laroche, 1981; Torye, 1984; Reilly and 
Parkinson, 1985; Hulland, 1992; Brand and Cronin, 1997; Horowitz and Louviere, 1995). 
Among those researchers who provided a brand list, some used real brands (Brisoux and 
Laroche, 1981; Reilly and Parkinson, 1985; Horowitz and Louviere, 1995; Brand and Cronin,
1997), while others manipulated attributes and constructed product alternatives for the 
research (Belonax and Mittelestaedt, 1978; Torye, 1984; Hulland, 1992). Furthermore, some 
researchers mix used the terminology of the evoked set, the consideration set, and choice set. 
For example, Ho and Tam (2005) defined the consideration set by the alternatives selected by 
the subjects to try, but did not differentiate the consideration set and the choice set. Punji and 
Moore (2007) stated the consideration set is defined as the first set of alternatives passing the 
use of an electronic decision aid, but is measured by listing the choices which the subjects are 
interested to investigate more. Punji and Moore (2007) kept track of “the number of 
alternatives examined” and “consideration set” size. Based on their research design, this 
author believes “the number of alternatives examined” should be the consideration set, while 
“the consideration set” defined by Punji and Moore should be the choice set. Bucklin et al. 
(2002) quoted research from Brynjolfsson and Smith (2000) that choice set consists of 
alternatives met the criteria and presented by Shopbot (Shop Robot). Xiao and Bonbasat 
(2007) used the consideration set concept as the combination of the consideration set and the 
choice set. Hufffnann and Kahn (1998) treated given alternatives as the choice set, which, 
based on the original research from Wright and Barbour (1977), should be the consideration 
set. The various definitions and research methods employed by previous researchers made it 
difficult to compare the research findings. However, previous studies prove that grounding 
this research on the consideration set and the choice set concepts are justified.
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2.2.5 Review
In conclusion to this section, the evoked set has been the research interest for at least three 
groups of researchers i.e. those studying the learning approach, the cost-benefit approach, and 
the information processing approach. The learning approach scholars concluded that the 
evoked set sizes can differ due to individual variables and situational variables. Table 2.1 
and Table 2.2 below identify how the evoked set sizes and variables relate to the evoked set. 
Individual variables included brand loyalty, price differences, interest, perceived risk, 
venturesomeness, experiences, and cognitive style (Campbell, 1969, Gronhaug, 1973, Prasad, 
1975, May and Homans, 1977, Reilly and Parkinson, 1985). Situational variables were time 
pressure and consumption situations (Gronhaug, 1973, Reilly and Parkinson, 1985).
The cost-benefit approach researchers are interested in choice modelling. These researchers 
worked on the assumption of either a single stage choice process (Pras and Summers, 1975; 
Parkinson and Reilly, 1979; Brisoux and Laroche, 1981) or a two-stage process (Wright, 
1975; Park, 1976; Lussier and Olshavsky, 1979). Evidence has been found from prior 
research that a two-stage decision making process can better predict consumer choices as 
compared to a single stage process. Various models have been developed by Roberts (1989), 
Roberts and Lattin (1991), Gensch and Scofi (1995). Table 2.3 below listed all heuristics 
identified by various researchers. The researchers believe consumers used different heuristics 
to reduce the number of choices in the first stage (Belonax and Mittelstadt, 1978), and to 
select the final choice from the remaining alternatives. Conjunctive and disjunctive heuristics 
were used to reduce the number of acceptable brands in the evoked set, while weighted 
compensatory and unweighted compensatory were used to reduce the number of attributes in 
the evaluation process (Park, 1976; Lussier and Olshavsky, 1979).
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The information processing approach investigated the relationship between the consideration 
set and the availability for information (Alba and Chattopadhyay, 1985; Nedungadi, 1990; 
Nedungadi, et al., 2001).
The consideration set and the choice set have been used to examine online selection and 
decision making researchers (Alba, et al., 1997; Bucklin et al., 2002; Haubl and Trifts, 2000; 
Haubl and Dellaert, 2003; Kamis and Stohr, 2003 and 2006; Ho and Tam, 2005; Punji and 
Moore, 2007; Xiao and Bonbasar, 2007). The various definitions and research methods 
employed by previous researchers made it difficult to compare the research findings.
The application of the consideration set and the choice set theory in the hotel selection 
behaviour is rare. This gap has been identified in Figure 2.2 (Page 12). Morgan (1991) and 
Oomi (2003) are the only two known hospitality research addressing the evoked set, the 
consideration set, and hotel selection behaviour. Morgan (1991) found without actual stay, 
the effect of advertising on the evoked set is none. Oomi (2003) found using different 
information sources produce different consideration set sizes. These two contributed the 
understanding of the relationship between advertising and the evoked set, and the information 
source and the consideration set. However, to understand the members of the consideration 
set and the choice set, the attribute criteria used, and the heuristics used in forming these set, 
more research needs to be done.
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Beer 3.5
(10.6)
Mouthwash 1.3 (3.5)
Deodorant 1.6 (6.0)
Toothpaste 3.1
(10.4)
2.0 (6.5) 2.3
(5.6)
3.11
Gasoline 3.0 (6.7)
Fast food 5.1
(14.4)
2.69
(5.69)
Soft drinks 5.4
(11.8)
Bath soap 4.09
Margarine 3.78
Laundry detergent 5.0
(19.3)
3.67
Shampoo 2.1
(5.1)
3.42
Headache remedies 2.2
(4.3)
Hand lotion 3.1
Paper towels 3.08
Ground coffee 2.83 4.2
(10.2)
Dishwashing
detergent
5.6
(15.2)
Table napkins 5.0
(7.3)
Microwave oven 2.45
Autos 69%
<3
5
Convenient Stores 2.7
(9.51)
Health Clubs 2.32
(5.57)
Medical Services 1.84
(3.80)
Flights 7 .04 ,5.63
Accommodation 13.51,4.71
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Table 2.2
Studies o f factors related to evoked set sizes 
Adopted from Roberts (1989)
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Awareness
X V 0 V V V 0 V V V
Brand loyalty V V V
Interest V
Experience X V
Information
exposure
V
Search time V
Information
seeking
X
Familiarity V
Frequency of 
purchase
X
Concentration of 
category
V
Number of 
choice criteria
V
Perceived risk V X X
Mean level of 
attribute ratings
V
Situational
influences
V
Price sensitivity V X
Venturesomeness V
Family size - V
Education - V
Respondent age X
Socioeconomic
status
X
Family income -
Self confidence X
Time pressure X
Cross category 
size
V V
Intra family 
influence
X
Definition of 
evoking
V
Cognitive clarity X
V: significant at the 10% level X: not significant mixed results 
0 : calculated across brand averages, not across individuals
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Table 2.3 
Overview of Heuristics Research
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Linear Additive 
Model
V V V V V Y V V
Weighted Linear 
Model
V V V
Lexicographic
Model
V V V V V V
Conjunctive
Model
V V V V V V V V
Disjunctive
Model
V V V V V
Geometric
Compensatory
(Around
Preferred Brand)
V V
Geometric 
Compensatory 
(Around Ideal 
Point)
V
Sequential
elimination
strategy
V
Additive-
Difference
strategy
V
Attribute
Dominance
strategy
V
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Table 2.4
Research Methodology and Subjects for Evoked Set Size
Research Methodology Subjects
Questionnaire Interviews Experiments Subjects Sample
Size
Gronhaug
(1973)
V New car owners 98
Narayana and 
Markin (1975)
V Students 74
Prasad (1975) V Students 203
Pras and 
Summers (1975)
Students 40
May and 
Homans (1977)
V Households 387
Belonax and 
mittelestaedt 
(1978)
V Students 300
Brisoux and 
Laroche (1981)
V Male beer drinkers 375
Torye (1984) V Students 170
Reilly and 
Parkinson 
(1985)
V Female church goers 103
Abougomaah, 
et. al. (1987)
V Convenient sample of 
people who just made 
a stereo purchase
100, 
and 180
Hulland (1992) V
Brand and 
Cronin (1997)
V Undergraduate 
business students
351
Oomi (2003) V Students 92
2.3 Attributes
As noted in 2.2.2 the Cost-Benefit Approach: Heuristics and Choice Modeling, heuristics can 
be categorized by either processing brands or processing attributes. On the other hand, 
heuristics can be seen as either non compensatory, or those which consider no trade-offs 
among attributes; or compensatory, which consider trade-offs among attributes. Attributes of 
products or services are the basis of choice criteria, and are fundamental to the formation of 
the consideration set and the choice set. As presented in the next few pages, a number of 
studies concerned with hotel selection research have identified the relative importance of
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hotel attributes. Yet, these studies did not differentiate search, experience, and credence 
attributes; neither did they identify determinance attributes used in the decision making 
process. This section reviewed three approaches of the general attributes theories, and ended 
with reviews of hotel attribute studies.
Attribute research can be grouped into three approaches: (1) the information search process, 
(2) the attitude and preference approach, and (3) the three dimension approach, which 
clarifies attributes into the loss aversion, protected from trade-offs, and cognitive difficulty 
dimensions. The information search process can be represented by the research of Nelson 
(1970, 1974) and Darby and Kami (1973). The attitude and preference approach can be 
represented by Myers and Alpert (1968, 1977, 1980). The last approach can be represented 
by Luce, Bettman, and Payne (2000). Discussion of these three approaches follows below.
2.3.1 The Information Search Process
Nelson (1970) defined the concept of a search attribute as “search to include any way o f 
evaluating these options subject to two restrictions: (1) The consumer must inspect the option, 
and (2) that inspection must occur prior to purchasing the brand (Nelson, 1970, p. 312)”. On 
the other hand, some goods can not be evaluated by search, and “it will pay the consumer to
evaluate by purchase rather than by search we will call this information
process ’experience ’ (Nelson, 1970, p. 312)”. In this paper, Nelson’s definitions of search 
and experience are for goods, not attributes. In his 1974 paper, he restated the above 
statement as
“I  make a fundamental distinction between qualities o f a brand that the consumer can 
be determined by inspection prior to purchase o f the brand -  ‘search qualities - and 
qualities that are not determined prior to purchase -  ‘experience qualities ’“(Nelson, 
1974, p. 730).
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Darby and Kami (1973) developed the tripartite classification of product attributes, as search,
experience, and credence attributes (Mittal, 2004). Their definitions are as follows:
Search qualities which are known before purchase, experience qualities which are 
known costlessly only after purchase, and credence qualities which are expensive to 
judge even after purchase.” (Darby and Kami, 1973, p. 69).
Nelson’s definitions are different from Darby and Kami’s in two ways. Nelson (1974) 
combined goods and attributes for ‘search’ and ‘experience’, but his examples were goods, 
not attributes. In contrast, Darby and Kami (1973) clearly stated that ‘search’, ‘experience’ 
and ‘credence’ are characteristics of attributes used in the purchase decisions. In addition, 
Nelson did not specify ‘credence’, but Darby and Kami did.
Nelson (1970) used U.S. Bureau of the Census data and found the recommendations of others 
will be used more for purchase of experience goods than search goods; advise will also be 
used more for durable than nondurable goods. Nelson (1974) further stated that 
advertisements focus differently for search and experience. Search qualities will provide 
direct information, while experience qualities will provide indirect information, which is 
brand related. Darby and Kami (1973) stated the high costs (time, monetary, transportation, 
etc.) of searching credence qualities may cause fraud, and the credence qualities will be 
monitored by the branding and client relationship.
Mason and Beguette (1998) researched product experiences on consumer attribute inference. 
They found relevant information and product experiences will improve consumer’s attribute 
covariance ratings. Mitra, Reiss, and Capella (1999) found partial support of their hypothesis 
that pre-purchase knowledge (information) is the highest in the case of search-based service 
purchases followed by experience and credence service purchasers. In addition, the support
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of their hypothesis; that the degree of perceived risk would increase along a continuum from 
search service purchases to credence service purchases, was also provided in their study. 
Washburn, et al. (2000), researched co-branding effects on search, experience, and credence 
attributes. They found, before product trial, that high equity co-branding was evaluated more 
positively than the low co-branding on search and experience attributes, with no difference in 
credence attributes. After product trial, they observed, experience attribute performance for 
low equity branding improved more than the high equity branding, while search and credence 
attributes remain the same. Srinivasan and Till (2002) investigated the relationship between 
brand equity and attributes. They found, before product trial, national-label products have 
advantages over generic-label products over experience and credence attributes, but no 
advantages over search attributes. After product trails, advantages of national-label products 
in experience attributes will be reduced, while advantages in search and credence attributes 
will not be affected. In addition, post-trial advantages for national-label products will be 
reduced comparing to pre-trial advantages.
Mittal (2004) argued that the distinctions among search, experience, and credence are fuzzy. 
If search attributes are not limited to linguistic/cognitive attributes, he argues, that some 
sensory attributes can be searched by pre-purchase trials. For experience attributes, he 
questioned if consumers evaluate the attributes or the benefits. Moreover, some benefits may 
not take place until after an extended use, therefore, can not be evaluated immediately after 
the first purchase. He cited Ostrom & Iacobucci, (1995) “But experience in services acquires 
a different meaning: It is not the sensory perception, hut the interactive experience o f a 
service episode that plays a role ” (Mittal, 2004). In this case, consumers will treat 
experience attributes as credence attributes, and choose by brand reputation. Mittal (2004) 
went on to note that consumers’ knowledge also impact how they evaluate attributes.
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Without knowledge, consumers will treat search and experience attributes as credence 
attributes. In contrast, Mittal explained, knowledgeable consumers can treat credence 
attributes as experience attributes or search attributes. Low involvement consumers are likely 
to treat search attributes as credence attributes, due to lack of interest in search activities. 
Mittal’s propositions are logical, but have not been empirically tested.
2.3.2 The Attitude and Preference Approach
Myers and Alpert (1968) stressed the differences between ‘salient’ attributes, ‘important’ 
attributes, and ‘determinance’ attributes, and commented on the research methodology to 
identify determinance attributes. Due to limited brain capacities, they argued, people can not 
remember everything. Salient attributes are those that people are more aware of and easy to 
verbalize. Important attributes are those people consider as important features. 
Determinance attributes are both important and different. Safety has been used by different 
researchers (Myers and Alpert, 1968; Luce, et al., 2000) to illustrate that some attributes are 
salient and important, but have been treated as granted by the consumers due to the universal 
availability among all offerings. Therefore, determinance attributes can be salient or 
important attributes, but must differentiate one offering from another. These researchers also 
explained the relationship between attributes and attitudes. They explained that a product is 
the combination of various attributes and features. The evaluation of these attributes 
develops attitudes that cause the purchase decision. Myers and Alpert (1977) further clarified 
the concepts of salience, importance, and determinance. They distinguished two alternative 
definitions of determinance; (1) determinance as a threshold model that serves as a cut-off 
point, and no offering will be considered if it lacks this attribute; and (2) determinance as a 
parametric model that will consider the variation of this attribute, with ‘the more the better’.
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Alpert (1980) proposed different techniques, such as observation, direct and indirect 
questioning, experiments, covariate methods, and conjoint measurement, all that can be used 
to research determinance. In relation to multi-stage decisions, he stated that features that are 
non-determinant in one stage may become determinant in the other stages, and researchers 
should take subjects over different stages to identify determinant attributes, moving the 
subjects from one stage to another. Abougomaah, et al. (1987) identified rejection variables 
and purchase variables during a purchase process. They concluded that factors extrinsic to 
the product were used to eliminate many brands early in the purchasing process, while factors 
intrinsic to the product were used to make a purchase.
2.3.3 The Three Dimension Approach
Luce et al. (2000) represents the third attribute research group. They identified three 
dimensions of attributes: an importance/loss aversion dimension, an emotional
potential/protection from tradeoffs dimension, and a cognitive difficulty dimension. 
Moreover, based on emotion and importance, they also classified attributes into 6 clusters, 
which are safety, commodity, catastrophes, consumption, extra, and moral.
2.3.4 Brand and the consideration set, the choice set
According to Hotels Magazine’s Corporate 300 Rankings, the largest hotel company is 
Intercontinental Hotel Group, which owns 3,949 hotels in 2007. On the other hand, Peabody 
Hotel Group was 300 in the list with only 3 hotels. Intercontinental Hotel Group owns 
seven brands, including Intercontinental Hotels, Holiday Inn, Holiday Inn Express, etc. 
Because of the fragmented nature of the hotel industry, brands are treated in this study as an 
attribute, not a collection of attributes. No specific hotel brand names will be used in this
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study. Therefore, brand related consideration set and choice set research has been reviewed 
here.
Raju and Unnava (2005) compared high commitment consumers and less commitment 
consumers, and found high commitment consumers have a smaller consideration set size. 
Raju and Unnava believed the reason for a smaller consideration set can be either the high 
commitment consumers raise the threshold level and prevent other brands from entering the 
consideration set; or the high commitment consumers evaluate other brands less positively. 
They tested the two situations by identifying and comparing the lowest ranked brand within 
the consideration set (WCS) and the highest ranked brand outside the consideration set (OCS) 
from high commitment consumers and low commitment consumers. They found high 
commitment consumers evaluate competing brands less positively is the cause of a smaller 
consideration set.
Ward and Lee (2000) investigated the relationship between internet experience, internet 
proficiency, and brand reliance. They stated that naive internet users may have difficulties in 
finding the necessary information, and judging the credibility of information found. 
Therefore, naive internet users may depend more on brand information. The researchers 
found significant relationship between internet experiences and brand reliance. For example, 
11% of the least experienced users “required” a brand name, while only 7% of the most 
experienced users do so. On the other hand, 7% of the least experienced users “don’t care 
about” a brand name, comparing to 16% of the most experienced do. They concluded that as 
users gain internet experiences, they also gain internet proficiency and rely on brand less.
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Based on a literature review, Ballantyne, et al. (2006) stated that choice fatigue and time 
pressure will further simplify consumers’ decision-making processes. Brands included in the 
consideration set are similar in functional attributes, and are not evaluated independently. To 
differentiate products within the consideration set, brand image can be the solution. When 
making purchase decisions, consumers not only consider the functional attributes, but social 
and psychological attributes. Therefore, the researchers stated that “those brands whose 
image demonstrates the key facets o f heritage and authenticity are more likely to succeed in 
developing symbolic and emotional attachment with consumers”.
Erdem and Swait (2004) found given various product uncertainty, acquisition costs, and 
perceived risks, the brand credibility can differentiate products in the consideration set and 
choice set. Brand credibility is consisted of trustworthiness and expertise. Trustworthiness is 
the customers’ perception of the company’s willingness to deliver its promises. Expertise is 
the customers’ perception of the company’s capability to deliver its promises. Erdem and 
Swait (2004) hypothesized that through trustworthiness and expertise, brand credibility will 
impact on perceived risks, perceived quality, and information acquisition costs saved, which 
will influence the consideration formation and choice selection processes. They tested their 
hypotheses in 6 product categories, shampoos, cellular telecommunication services, headache 
medications, athlete shoes, personal computers, and juices. Every product category has 5 
brands. They found support for their hypotheses. No matter what product category, brand 
credibility is an important determinant of brand consideration. Furthermore, trustworthiness 
has bigger impacts on consumer choices than expertise. Credibility has stronger impacts on 
customers with higher perceived uncertainty. Therefore, familiarity and perceived 
uncertainty may cause subjects to weight trustworthiness and expertise differently.
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Danaher, et al. (2003) believed that some search products in the traditional market become 
experience products in the online market. As a result, these products will be evaluated 
differently, which will require more efforts from the consumers, and may increase the 
perceived risks in the minds of the consumers. They found higher market share brands have 
higher brand loyalty, while lower market share brands have lower brand loyalty. In addition, 
they found the niche market brands have higher brand loyalty, while change-the-pace brands 
have lower brand loyalty. They suspect the reasons for the above phenomena may result from 
(1) brand, as a salient attribute, is used by customers to infer the quality of products; (2) 
brand is used to reduce the perceived risks in online shopping environment; or (3) the saved 
shopping list enables customers to repeat the same purchases over time.
Other researchers investigated the role of brands in consideration set and choice set formation. 
Davies and Cline (2005) confirmed that consumers use non-compensatory rules to form the 
consideration sets, and compensatory rules to make the final selection, with the goal to use 
the minimum acquiring and processing cost while maximizing the optimal choice. Jung and 
Kim (2005) found innovators have a smaller homogeneous consideration set, compared with 
non-innovators. Coates, et al. (2004) found previous exposure to brand name can increase 
the brand’s possibility to be included in the consideration set, but does not have the same 
effect on the final decision. Posavac, et al. (2001) found a strong association between the 
brand and the choice category increases the brand’s possibility to be included in the 
consideration set; this relationship is operated independently from the attitude toward the 
brand. Zhang (2006) developed a brand choice model which incorporates the price-cut proxy 
effect and the consideration formation effect. Nordfalt, et al. (2004) compared recognition- 
based and recall-based measures of consideration set formation. They found recognition- 
based measure generate larger consideration set than the recall-based measure; stronger
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brands are more likely to be included under the recall-based measure; increased price 
sensitivity and reduced loyalty are more likely to occur under reorganization-based measure 
than recall-based measure.
2.3.5 Hotel Attributes
Research related to hotel attributes can be found in many areas as shown in Table 2.5 below, 
such as hotel selection (Lewis, 1984; Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, Weaver & Lan, 1994), 
different perceptions (Callan, 1998; Dube and Renaghan, 1999; Lockyer, 2002), service 
quality, loyalty, and satisfactions (Shoemaker and Lewis, 1999, Bowen and Shoemaker,
1998). Dolnicar (2002) argued that the past research was extremely heterogeneous in terms 
of research interests, the target segment studied, the attributes studied and the survey design, 
and therefore made it impossible to draw generalized conclusions. As different research 
focuses will result in different findings, the research for this dissertation will focus only on 
attributes related to hotel selection, especially for individual leisure travellers.
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Table 2.5
Hotel Attributes and Research Methodology 
Adopted from Dolnicar (2002)
Salient,
Determinant,
Important
# o f
attributes
# o f
Responses / 
Sample Size
Data Analysis Attributes Identified
Lewis 
(1984 a)
Determinant 66 1314/9300 Crosstabs,
Chi-square
Location, price, accommodation, 
and service
Lewis 
(1984 b)
Determinant 66 1314/9300 Factor 
analysis, 
analysis of 
variance
Anath, et 
al. (1992)
Important 57 222/551 Frequencies, 
cross­
tabulations, t- 
test, factor 
analysis, and 
analysis of 
variance.
Good value for money, in-room 
temperature control mechanism, 
convenient location of hotel, 
price of accommodation, 
soundproof rooms, special 
discounts available, loud fire 
alarms, free parking services, 
firmness of mattress. Factor 
analysis: services and 
conveniences, security and price, 
general amenities, mature- 
specific attributes, and room 
amenities.
Hart
(1993)
Important N/A N/A N/A Security, a convenient location, 
clean rooms, reasonable cost, a 
workout facility
Weaver 
and Oh 
(1993)
Important 56 433/1381 Mean
comparisons,
MANOVA
Cleanliness, comfortable 
mattresses and pillows, good 
quality towels, convenient to your 
business, no surcharge for long 
distance calls, on-premise 
parking.
McCleary,
Weaver,
Lan
(1994)
Important 53 250/N/A Factor
analysis,
MANOVA
Business services and facilities, 
security facilities, basic facilities, 
personal services, free extras, 
convenient eating facilities, 
airline or hotel reward program, 
special room features, airport or 
meeting hotel, low price, 
advertising and parking, and 
fitness facilities.
Callen
(1997)
Important 166 312/500 hotel 
managers
Mean,
standard
deviation
Callen
(1998)
Important 166 178/500
customers
Mean,
standard
deviation
Callen
and
Bowman
(2000)
Important 38 104/125 Mean,
standard
deviation,
ANOVA
value for money, safety and 
security, location, availability of 
non-smoking bedrooms, 
reputation of hotel, actual price, 
decor of public areas, decor of 
bedroom, availability of parking, 
availability of relaxing lounge or 
bar, availability o f discounts, ease
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of maneuverability around hotel, 
and availability of a range of food 
service outlets.
Wong and 
Lam 
(2001)
Important 5 296/300 Conjoint 
analysis vs. 
self-
explication
Location, brand, price, star rating, 
and room type
Lockyer
(2002)
Important 48 274/368 Means and
standard
deviations
cleanliness of hotel, bathroom 
and shower quality, standard of 
bedroom maintenance, comfort of 
mattress and pillow, courteous, 
polite, well mannered staff, 
enthusiasm, and commitment of 
staff, availability o f parking, 
effective room locking systems, 
soundproofing between 
bedrooms, and food service 
efficiency
Shanahan
(2003)
Important 34 212 Frequency cleanliness, low price, non­
smoking, inside entry, 24-hour 
security, free breakfast, easy 
on/off access
Lewis (1984a) researched the salient and determinant attributes for hotel selection, and
important attributes for staying at the hotel. He found overall salient attributes and
determinant factors for both business and pleasure travellers were location, prices,
accommodation, and services. When looking into responses from specific hotels, he
determined that the determinant factors are not necessarily the salient factors. Responses for
determinant attributes differ between aided and unaided recall, as well as differ between
open-ended questions and attribute ratings. Responses for important factors also differed
from determinant attributes. Lewis wrote:
“Hotel choice is a reflection o f guests’ desired determinant attributes and their 
perception o f a given hotel’s ability to deliver those attributes. In other words, 
individuals decide, consciously or unconsciously, which attributes they must have in a 
hotel, which o f those attributes are present in one hotel and absent in another, and 
finally, which combination o f those attributes is being best delivered by a particular 
hotel This last combination is perceived as offering the guest the best bundle o f 
benefits available in a given situation (Lewis, 1984 a, p. 67).”
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When asked the reasons for hotel selection, the responses to the open-ended question in 
Lewis’s study are again different from the determinant factors. He questioned, “...these data 
raised the issue o f whether people can really express why they choose a hotel” (Lewis, 1984a, 
p. 69). Lewis further used factor analysis to identify 17 determinant variables, which are: 
service quality, overall feeling, security, upscale services, food and beverage price and 
quality, aesthetics, decor, ambience, amenities, image, beverage quality, room and bath 
condition, health facilities, reputation, quiet, room attributes, reservation and front desk, price 
and value, and location. These factors accounted for 70.5 percent of the total explained 
variance (Lewis, 1984b).
Ananth et al. (1992) studied important attributes for both mature and young travellers in 
purchasing hotel stays, and found attributes important for both groups, as well as attributes 
important to one group or the other. The researchers further used factor analysis to identify 
factors from the original 57 attributes. These factors were: services and convenience, 
security and price, general amenities, mature-specific attributes, and room amenities. 
Mature-specific attributes showed significant differences across age groups for some 
attributes, which include grab-bars, supports in bathroom; easily manoeuvred door handles; 
legible, visible signs in public areas; wide doorways to accommodate wheel chairs and 
walkers, etc.
Hart (1993) cited the female business traveller survey conducted by Kempinski Hotels and 
noted that the top five most important criteria when selecting a hotel for business travel 
identified in their study was: security, a convenient location, clean rooms, reasonable cost, 
and a workout facility.
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Weaver and Oh (1993) cited the research from Kuntson (1988) that identified that factors 
important to select and return to a hotel were: clean, comfortable, well-maintained rooms, 
convenient location, prompt and courteous service, safe and secure environment, and friendly 
and courteous employees. In their own research, they found 18 important services, which 
were: convenient to your business, good reputation, friendly staff, cleanliness, safety and 
security facilities, well-maintained furnishings, comfortable mattresses and pillows, good 
quality towels, personal care amenities, wake-up calls, free cable, free local telephone, no 
surcharge for long distance calls, free newspaper, family restaurant, on-premises parking, 
pre-arranged check-in, and finally, no-smoking rooms. Weaver and Oh (1993) found some 
significant differences between frequent and infrequent business travellers. Their research 
samples were the subscribers of Corporate Meetings and Incentives.
McCleary, Weaver, and Lan (1994) surveyed Travel Smart magazine subscribers, and 
received 250 responses. The questionnaire consisted of 53 attributes, which were grouped 
into 12 factors through their factor analysis. These 12 factors were identified as important 
when selecting a hotel. These factors included: business services and facilities, security 
facilities, basic facilities, personal services, free extras, convenient eating facilities, airline or 
hotel reward program, special room features, airport or meeting hotel, low price, advertising 
and parking, and fitness facilities. The total variance explained by the 12 factors was 67%. 
The MANOVA analysis identified the following 4 factors: business services and facilities, 
security facilities, personal services, and low price, also identifying significant differences 
between male and female travellers.
Callan (1997) studied the hotel manager’s perceptions of important attributes they believed 
that customers valued as being important in selecting a hotel, or judging the quality of its
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services and facilities. The result of his analysis indicated that hotel managers ranked 77 out 
of the 166 attributes as important. Callan (1998) then went on to survey 500 hotel guests and 
received 289 usable responses (57.8%). He used a 7 point scale (from little important to very 
important), and asked subjects to rate 166 attributes. He specified that any attribute that 
receives 75% scores of 5, 6, or 7 will be classified as important attributes. He found 71 
(42.8%) attributes were rated as important.
Table 2.6 summaries all the attributes studied in the above referenced research and were 
identified as important factors.
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Table 2.6
Inventory o f  Attributes Studied in Academic Research and Categories o f  Search, Experience, and Credence
Attributes
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Level o f  Service Accommodations Y Y S
Ambience Y Y Y S
Cleanliness Y Y Y Y Y Y E
Location Y Y Y S
Other Y Y
Parking Y Y Y Y Y Y S
Price Y Y Y Y Y S
Quality Y Y E
Quality o f  Food Y Y E
Quiet Y Y Y E
Service Y Y E
Sport facilities Y Y Y Y Y Y S
Reputation Y Y Y Y Y C
Room comfort & Decor Y E
Security and Safety Y Y Y Y Y E
Good value for money Y Y C
In-room temperature control mechanism Y Y S
Convenient location o f  hotel Y Y Y Y s
Well-lit public areas, restaurants, garages Y Y Y E
Soundproof rooms Y Y E
Special discounts available Y Y S
Loud fire alarms Y E
Free parking services Y S
Firmness o f  mattress Y E
Large-size beds Y Y E
Express check-out Y S
Central ‘800’ reservation number Y Y s
24-hour coffee shop Y Y s
Airport transportation Y Y s
Full-service restaurant Y s
Non-smoking rooms Y Y Y Y Y s
Bedside controls Y E
Remote control for TV Y Y S
Swimming pool Y Y Y S
Legible, visible signs in public areas, 
hallways, restaurants
Y Y Y E
24-hour video security Y Y Y E
Early dining hours Y Y S
Easily maneuvered door handles Y E
Security personnel on floors Y E
More guest elevators Y E
Complimentary newspapers Y Y Y Y S
Free breakfast Y Y Y Y S
Bathroom amenities Y Y Y E
24-hour room service Y S
Extra blankets Y Y E
Entertainment in lounge, bar Y E
Car rentals and airline reservations Y S
Luxury-size rooms Y Y E
Health facilities Y S
(Quiet) lounge/bar Y Y Y Y Y S
Tie-in with airline frequent-traveler 
programs
Y Y Y S
Sauna Y Y S
Legible, large printing on schedules, 
information, menus
Y E
Bell service Y Y Y S
Night light in bathroom Y E
Concierge services Y S
Recreation facilities Y S
Business-related small meeting rooms Y Y Y Y S
Small food portions Y Y E
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Medical facilities Y Y Y S
Larger than normal bath Y Y E
All-suite rooms Y Y Y Y S
Grab-bars, supports in bathrooms Y S
Secretarial services Y Y Y Y S
In-house library Y S
Friendly staff Y E
Well-maintained furnishings Y Y E
Comfortable mattresses and pillows Y Y Y E
Good quality towels Y Y E
Wake-up calls Y Y E
Free cable Y Y S
Free local telephone Y Y S
No surcharge for long distance calls Y Y S
Family restaurant Y Y Y S
Pre-arranged check-in Y Y E
Impressive advertising Y Y C
Hotel frequent traveler program Y Y S
In-room safe Y Y Y S
In-room VCR Y s
In-room mini-bar Y Y s
In-room whirlpool/tub Y Y Y s
Iron and ironing board Y Y s
Hair dryer Y Y s
Bathrobe Y Y s
Computer Y Y s
Audio-visual equipment Y Y s
Games room Y Y s
Handicap accessible rooms Y Y s
Convenient to airport Y Y s
Convenient to downtown Y Y s
Low price Y Y c
Travel agent recommendation Y Y s
Banquet facilities Y Y s
Concierge floor Y Y s
Room Service (meals) Y Y Y s
In-room coffee/tea Y Y s
Copy machine Y Y s
Fax machine Y Y s
Snack bar/ shop Y Y Y s
Gourmet restaurant Y Y Y s
Vending machines Y Y s
Laundry service Y Y Y Y s
Valet service Y Y Y Y s
In-room check out Y s
Dead-bolt lock Y E
Peephole Y Y E
Chain lock Y Y E
Good lighting Y Y E
Desk or work area Y Y S
Sprinkler system Y S
Electronic key card Y Y E
Accuracy o f  wake-up calls Y E
Adaptability/flexibility o f staff Y E
Anticipation o f  guests’ needs by staff Y E
Arrival (good first impressions) Y E
Attentiveness o f  staff Y E
Attractiveness o f  bathroom Y E
Attractiveness o f  bedroom Y E
Availability o f  service staff Y E
Baby-watching/listening service Y E
Bedroom -  adequate lighting for reading Y E
Bedroom matches or surpasses 
customer’s home
Y E
Business services available (eg. Telex, 
fax, copy)
Y S
Car park security Y E
Children’s leisure facilities available eg. 
Bouncy castle
Y S
Clean bathroom Y E
Clean public toilets Y E
Clock alarm in bedroom Y S
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Color TV in bedroom Y S
Comfort o f  hotel Y E
Common-sense staff Y E
Communicative ability o f  staff Y E
Courteous, polite, well-mannered staff Y Y E
Development o f  individual fitness 
program in leisure centre
Y S
Direct dial telephone in bedroom Y S
Dressing table with mirrors and good 
light
Y E
Ease o f  movement within the hotel Y Y E
Easy reservation service Y E
Effective room-lock systems Y E
Efficiency o f  front desk (eg. Check­
in/check-out and billing)
Y E
Efficiency/smooth running o f  hotel Y E
Entertainment provided by hotel Y Y S
Enthusiasm, commitment o f  staff to 
attend to guests’ needs
Y E
Executive business rooms available Y S
External appearance and setting o f  hotel Y S
Face-cloths available Y E
Family room availability Y S
Fax points in bedrooms Y S
Female floor-service staff to answer 
women’s calls
Y E
Fire safety instructions (clarity o f  
presentation)
Y E
Flexible hours o f  opening -  food and 
beverage facilities
Y E
Food service efficiency Y E
Friendliness o f  staff, charm, service 
provided with a smile, good humored
Y Y E
Furniture which is constructed to conceal 
equipment such as TV, hairdryer
Y E
Grounds/gardens around hotel Y S
Healthy eating options available Y E
Hospitality-staffs concern for guests’ 
enjoyment
Y E
Hotel or hotel group image or 
personality
Y C
Importance o f  impression gained by 
client from telephone call to hotel
Y E
Individual design o f  hotel (lack o f  
uniformity)
Y C
Initial greeting (welcome) Y E
Internal decor, ambience and aesthetics Y E
List in bedroom o f  services in area Y E
Lockable meeting rooms Y E
Log fire in public rooms Y E
Manager seen to be available for guests Y E
Message handling and paging efficiency Y E
Modemity/contemporariness o f  hotel Y E
Name badges for staff Y E
Parking space that can be seen by guest Y E
Personal service Y E
Plug for personal computer in bedroom Y S
Presence o f  skilled staff (good training) Y E
Private bathroom showers-good heat- 
control and water pressure
Y S
Private golf-course available Y S
Professional leisure staff Y E
Promptness o f  service (timing) Y Y E
Provision o f  leisure centre/facilities Y S
Quality o f  food for the price paid Y C
Quality o f  food service equipment, linen, 
cutlery, glass, etc
Y E
Quality o f  hotel’s advertising Y C
Quiet air conditioning in bedroom Y E
Radio in bedroom Y S
Range o f  restaurant facilities ie. 
Different types o f  service
Y Y S
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Relaxed feeling about hotel (warmth, 
atmosphere)
Y E
Room rate and services included, clearly 
stated when quoted to guest
Y S
Secure room-key control by maids and 
front desk
Y E
Sensitive room allocation Y E
Services provided as ordered Y Y E
Settee/comfortable chair in bedroom Y E
Shower (as well as bath in private 
bathroom)
Y S
Smallness o f  hotel (less than 25 
bedrooms)
Y S
Smartness/appearance/uniform/grooming 
o f staff
Y Y E
Special rates or inclusive packages 
available
Y S
Specific Crown rating o f  hotel Y S
Specific Star rating o f  hotel Y S
Squash courts available Y S
Staff are good listeners Y E
Staff are informed about local area Y E
Staff are informed about the hotel Y E
Staff cleanliness and hygiene Y E
Staff have tact and discretion Y E
Staff-honesty/openness/trustworthiness Y E
Staff make customers feel at ease Y E
Staff pride in high level o f  
performance/professionalism
Y E
Staff recognize returning customers Y E
Staff sensitive to guests’ needs Y E
Staff willingness to help with requests 
for assistance
Y E
Standard o f  bathroom maintenance Y E
Standard o f  bedroom maintenance Y E
Standard o f  furniture, fixtures and 
fittings
Y E
Standard o f  hotel maintenance Y E
Standard o f  housekeeping or cleanliness Y E
Sympathetic handling o f  complaints Y E
Telephone service efficiency Y E
Towels in private bathroom (2 or more 
per guest)
Y E
Trouser-press in bedroom Y S
TV-hotel video channel in bedroom Y S
Two mirrors in twin rooms Y E
Use o f  customer’s name by staff Y E
Value for the price paid -  food and drink Y E
Views from hotel Y E
Welcome & entertainment for children Y E
Welcoming corridors (eg well lit, interesting 
decoration)
Y E
Willingness of hotel to negotiate a room-rate Y E
Women-sensitive allocation o f dining table Y E
Comfort o f bedroom Y E
Efficiency o f  service Y E
Responsiveness o f  staff Y E
Comfort o f  public areas Y E
Standard o f  hotel maintenance Y E
Ddcor o f  public areas Y E
Special dietary menus Y E
Aimed specifically at mature age group Y E
Decor o f  bedroom Y E
Spacious bedroom Y E
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2.3.6 Additional Related Research with Similar Findings
Bell and Morey (1997) found from their research that travel managers employ a group of 
attributes as their minimum standards. In other words, these managers first apply the 
conjunctive heuristic model to screen out unacceptable hotels. The attributes they used to 
screen out the hotels, as a result of their study, were: clean rooms, an accessible reservation 
system, unquestionable reservations, an appropriately trained staff, a reasonable location, and 
availability of smoke-free guest rooms. They further constructed 64 hotel profiles by 
manipulating 9 binominal attributes, and asked 20 travel managers to differentiate acceptable 
properties from unacceptable ones. They found that only one profile was taken by every 
subject. The attributes of this profile consisted of: guaranteed last-room availability, a 
flexible cancellation policy, electronic interface, location especially convenient to the 
workplace, free local phone calls, and a specially negotiated room rate. They further used the 
Logit model to predict hotel choices, and verified with the actual choices made by the 
subjects. They found eight factors which have a significant effect on the ‘accept-deny’ 
decision. These factors were: electronic reservation interface, especially close to the 
workplace, specially negotiated room rate, level of sales of firm, second 
manufacturing/service dummy(blend), interaction between guaranteed last-room availability 
and especially convenient to workplace, interaction between guaranteed last-room availability 
and specially negotiated room rate, and interaction between free breakfast and especially 
convenient to workplace.
Dube and Renaghan (1999) asked 469 frequent travellers to identify the benefits derived from 
top hotel performance. The top 13 benefits they identified were: a worry-free stay, a 
comfortable stay, an enjoyable experience, a feeling of satisfaction, a convenient place to stay, 
a feeling of relaxation, a place to save time, a productive trip, a feeling of being at home, a
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 55
sense of security, a restful stay, a place to save money, and a feeling of being pampered. 
Note that in this study benefits are the combination of attributes and experiences. Dube and 
Renaghan (2000) further interviewed travel agents and meeting planners for the top 10 
attributes deriving their decisions to book hotels. These ten attributes identified were: has up- 
to-date reservations computer, has good sales representation, provides follow-up information, 
staff goes beyond call of duty, provides strong incentives or commissions, pays commissions 
promptly, trains personnel well, provides consistent quality, offers good package deals, and 
has good management.
Callen and Bowman (2000) surveyed 104 mature British travellers for important hotel 
attributes when selecting a hotel. Important attributes for initial hotel selection as noted from 
their findings included: value for money, safety and security, location, availability of non­
smoking bedrooms, reputation of hotel, actual price, decor of public areas, decor of bedroom, 
availability of parking, availability of relaxing lounge or bar, availability of discounts, ease of 
manoeuvrability around hotel, and availability of a range of food service outlets. The 
researchers identified these 13 attributes as tangible attributes presented in hotel advertising, 
which are used for customers to select a hotel without prior staying experiences. Moreover, 
they also listed a total 38 studied attributes included in their study by importance, and found 
significant differences according to gender, age and retirement status, but no significant 
differences among different levels of income. Callen and Bowman (2000) stated in their 
report that a long attribute list produced subject fatigue, leading to bias and a lower response 
rate.
Dolnicar (2002) reviewed literature in hotel attributes and investigated the expectations and 
disappointments among European business travellers. She found from her research that the
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top 10 hotel expectations were: clean, friendly, good food, TV, good service, service, good 
location, good value for money, atmosphere, and shower. She found expectations varied 
between different hotel star categories. On the other hand, she noted, that travellers were 
disappointed by: lack of cleanliness, weakness in room design and setup, personnel and 
service. Again, she observed, guests staying in different star categories had various 
disappointments. The study interviewed 195 business travellers with open- ended questions, 
instead of typical attribute-ranking survey methods.
Wong and Lam (2001) selected 5 attributes; room rate, star rating, location, brand and room 
type (with or without view) and asked subjects to rank the importance. They asked 300 
subjects to evaluate these five attributes and the importance of each, and conducted two 
different conjoint analysis experiments. They found that a full-profile has higher prediction 
power with 57.4% correction rate, compared to self-explication profile with a correction rate 
of 15.2%. They also identified the relative importance of these five attributes, as well as the 
ranking orders by business or leisure travellers; by short-haul or long-haul travellers; and by 
frequent or infrequent travellers.
Lockyer (2002) found that the important attributes for business travellers to select an 
accommodation were: cleanliness of hotel, bathroom and shower quality, standard of 
bedroom maintenance, comfort of mattress and pillow, courteous, polite, well mannered staff, 
enthusiasm, and commitment of staff, availability of parking, effective room locking systems, 
soundproofing between bedrooms, and food service efficiency. His sample frame was a mail 
list from business cards left at a hotel in New Plymouth. The sample size was 368, and 
response rate was 274, or 74%. He argued that the business cards were from one source, but 
the sample study addresses reflected businesses through New Zealand. Lockyer also
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examined perceptions of accommodation managers. The results of his study of attributes 
from business travellers and accommodation managers were different. In addition, he used 
CATPAC to analyze open questions in his study for consideration of hotel selections. The 
results showed the strongest relationship between: ‘friendly, location, service, and restaurant’ 
for business travellers, while ‘facilities, location, price, and staff for accommodation 
managers.
Espinet et al. (2003) studied the effects of prices of the attributes of Spanish holiday hotels, 
and stated that, from the study results, some attributes were available in nearly all hotels and 
“their effects on price cannot be estimated as they are confounded with the intercept term” 
(Espinet et al., 2003, p. 168).
Shanahan (2003) compared the attributes sought by tourists and advertised on roadside 
billboards. His study included 34 attributes, and used a convenient sample of 212 people. He 
found the most important attributes were: cleanliness, low price, non-smoking, inside entry, 
24-hour security, free breakfast, and easy on/off access. He found slight different attribute 
rankings between travellers with children and without children; and between frequent and 
infrequent travellers. He also asked subjects to identify services available in all hotels, and 
found less than half the study respondents felt all motels offered clean rooms.
Ngai and Wat (2003) designed a fuzzy expert system, identified as the hotel advisory system, 
for hotel selection. Fuzzy rules were used instead of absolute decision rules. The attributes 
were identified through literature review and interviews with hotel experts and guests. The 
attributes used in the hotel advisory system were: price (cheap, moderate, and expensive), 
facilities (less, some, and many), and food type (less, some, and many). In addition, subjects
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 58
could order the importance of these three attributes. The researchers emphasized that the 
linguistic terms normally used by tourists had been incorporated into the system design. 
Based on the specified attribute thresholds and the weighted attribute importance, the hotel 
advisor system returned a list of recommended hotels. The user evaluations from both the 
hotel experts and the potential users ranked high on the system effectiveness and the system 
usability with a mean score of at least 3.7 out of 5 (5, being ‘strongly agree’). The number 
of hotels used to develop the database was 8 8 . The researchers did not share the average 
number of hotels recommended based on subject enquires. This information could be 
valuable to evaluate how effective the system can be used to develop the choice set for the 
subjects.
The American Automobile Association (AAA) surveyed 842 current members in 2005, and 
found top 10 factors that are considered when choosing accommodations. These 10 factors 
were: location in or near a destination city (93%); location near a planned activity (90%); 
price (8 6 %); a discount for AAA members (82%); property’s AAA diamond rating (72%); 
complimentary breakfast (60%); cleanliness (45%); having eco-friendly or green programs in 
recycling, landscaping, water conservation (34%); having an indoor/outdoor pool (33%); 
activities for children (20%); and allowing pets (20%) (Location, price, discounts, diamond 
rating top list for choosing hotel, 2005). The subjects further stated that the AAA diamond 
rating indicated the cleanliness and condition of the property to them.
Travel Industry Association of America (TIA) research (2005) showed that when selecting 
accommodations for leisure trips, the important factors were: location (60%), comfort (57%), 
cost of the room (47%), privacy (42%), amenities (32%), the ability to accommodate the size
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of the travel party (28%) and special deals/promotion/discounts (Price not always king in 
leisure travel decisions, 2005).
2.3.7 Conjoint Analysis Applied in Hospitality Research
A hotel room can be seen as a combination of various levels of attributes. Goldberg, et al. 
(1984) stated that the pricing of hotel amenities is a good example of the correlated attributes 
and bundling problems. Consumers may make trade-off decisions among various hotel room 
alternatives to make the selection. Hence the conjoint analysis is proposed as an ideal method 
to research hotel room purchase behaviour.
Wind, et al. (1989) documented the use of conjoint analysis to design Courtyard by Marriott. 
Their study incorporated 50 attributes, each with 2 to 5 levels. The study subjects first 
answered their preferences of hotel characteristics, then evaluated if the presented attributes 
were “unacceptable, most preferred, or acceptable”, “important”, and calculated the prices 
they were willing to pay. To simplify the tasks, all attributes were grouped into seven facets. 
A full profile conjoint analysis was then given to subjects to evaluate five profiles and 
indicate their likelihood of staying. Last, subjects allocated 100 points among various 
locations. The researchers used a categorical conjoint analysis for seven facets, computed 
individual utility to obtain a set of predictor variables, and computed parameters of the hybrid 
conjoint model for each subject cluster. Marriott was able to use the findings to develop 
Courtyard hotels.
Ding, et al (1991) demonstrated conjoint analysis application in the hospitality domain. Four 
methods were explained in this article. They were: pairwise trade-off, full profile, hybrid 
conjoint model and multinominal logit. As a discrete choice model, multinominal logit
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(MNL) model shows study subjects two or more alternatives, each with several attributes, at a 
time, and then asks them to select or reject these alternatives. Instead of simulating choice 
data, the MNL model generates choice data directly (Ding et al. 1991). The researchers then 
calculated the utilities of each alternative, used logit to reduce the possible bias caused by 
approximation, and then applied chi-square to test the goodness-of-fit between the predicted 
and observed frequency. Compared to the other conjoint analysis models, the multinominal 
logit model doesn’t ask subjects to rate the importance of attributes nor the levels of attributes, 
and is able to ask subjects to evaluate several alternatives at a time.
Koo, et al. (1999) used conjoint analysis to identify real consumers’ preference toward 
choosing a restaurant. The study included 9 attributes and with total of 14,580 possible levels. 
Through SPSS orthogonal array, a total 27 profiles were created. The 30 respondents were 
asked to complete the orthogonal array form, and scoring the 27 profiles based on 3 different 
usage situations. The utilities of all attribute levels and importance of attribute were 
identified. The researchers also found significant difference among usage occasions and 
different user groups.
Review of previous!
Table 2.7
lospitality research using conjoint analysis
Attributes Level Collection
Design
Collection Process
Wind, et 
al., 1989
Atmosphere/facilities,
room,
recreation/sports, 
lounge entertainment, 
security
50
attributes 
with 167 
levels
Self­
explication and 
full profile
Evaluate preference, 
importance, acceptability, 
rank 5 full profiles based 
on likelihood of stay
Ding, et 
al, 1991
Room, price, F&B, 
amenities,
sightseeing, length of 
stay
3* 3 * 4
* 3 * 2  * 
2
16 full profile 
cards.
Rank 16 cards individually 
on a scale of 1 to 99 on 
likelihood to purchase.
1 0 2  subjects.
Koo, et 
al, 1999
Location, type of 
food, variety of food, 
uniqueness, car park, 
price, quality or taste
3 * 3 * 2  
* 5 * 2 * 
3 * 3 * 3
27 full profile 30 respondents performed 
tasks three times.
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of food, decoration, 
service
Wong &
Lam,
2 0 0 1
Room type, room 
rate, location, brand, 
star-rating
2 * 3 * 2  
* 2  * 3
Both self- 
explication and 
full-profile
Self-explication, rank 6  
cards from most to least 
preferred. Rank 12 non­
hold cards. 300 subjects.
Table 2.7 lists known major conjoint analysis studies in the hospitality domain. The conjoint 
analysis identified the relative importance of attributes used in the decision making process. 
However conjoint analysis can not address the issue of the existence of the consideration set 
and choice set in a decision making process, when a traveller wants to select a hotel from a 
website.
2.3.8 Review
In conclusion, it has been established that search attributes can be inspected prior to 
purchases, while experience and credence attributes cannot (refer to Table 2.6, p 50), 
Although previous researchers in the hospitality domain have not taken these differences into 
consideration, the author attempted to classify these attributes into such categories (Table 2.6). 
The author sensed the challenge of classifying attributes into search and experience, as well 
as experience and credence. For example, ambience and internal decor can be verified by 
pictures, if one trusts the pictures from the hotels. How much effort will a potential customer 
make to search for information? Another example, hotel marketing materials and web sites 
normally do not list availability of dead-bolt locks, peepholes, or a sprinkler system. If a 
potential customer wants, he can call or write to the hotel to verify their availability. But, 
how many potential customers will make this effort? Then, should a dead-bolt lock, peephole, 
or sprinkler system be classified as a search or experience attribute? The classification is not 
an all important academic issue, but the question of how much effort a potential customer 
will invest to make the right choice is.
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Lewis (1983) emphasized the differences among salient attributes, determinance attributes, 
and importance attributes (Lewis, 1983, p. 83), but most other hospitality researchers failed to 
differentiate these three attributes. Many identified search attributes that were considered 
important to the hotel selection, but were available among several hotels. For example, 
location (Lewis, 1984 a, 1984 b; Hart, 1993; Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, et al., 1994; 
Callan, 1997, 1998, 2000; Dube and Renaghan, 1999) has been identified as an important 
attribute. But, as Lewis (1983) stated when three hotels are located within two blocks, why 
does a traveller prefer one over others? As mentioned in Espinet et al. (2003), some attributes 
are available among all alternatives, therefore, cannot be used to differentiate hotels. 
Moreover, the assumptions of the consideration set, the choice set and heuristics are based on 
human brains that have limited capacities, and people tend to simplify decisions. In other 
words, whether the researchers found 10 or 77 important attributes, consumers will not 
consider all these attributes when they make hotel selections. Therefore, the existing known 
literature has not identified the determinance attributes used for customers to make hotel 
selection and purchase.
In conclusion, although the evoked set, the consideration set, and the choice set have been the 
research focus for marketing and consumer behaviour research in the past decades, this has 
rarely been examined in the context of hotel selection. Only two known articles (Morgan, 
1991; Oomi, 2003) have attempted to identify the consideration set and evoked set sizes 
formed during a hotel selection process. Morgan stated that previous stay and the exposure 
of advertising can contribute to the brand to be included in the evoked set, but did not specify 
the research process, or the measurement of the evoked set. Oomi (2003) asked subjects to 
either use the conventional media, such as travel agency; or the internet to select a flight and
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 63
a hotel. Oomi found that subjects using the internet reported a larger consideration set than 
subjects using the traditional media. These two researchers shed lights in the hotel selection 
process, but did not present the entire picture. For example, Wright and Barbour (1977) 
argued that treating multi-phase decision process as a combination of several separate, 
independent, single phase decision processes may neglect the dynamics of prior decisions 
have upon the later purchase decisions. Neither Morgan (1991) nor Oomi (2003) specified in 
their research has been structured as a single process or a multi-phase process. However, 
based on the terms used in their research, the evoked set and the consideration set concept, it 
is suggested that these two researchers have structured their research as a single stage process. 
Under this assumption, their findings may neglect some dynamics occurred during the 
decision making process (Wright and Barbour, 1977).
Previous hospitality research (Lewis, 1984; Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, Weaver & Lan, 
1994; Callan, 1998; Lockyer, 2002) also attempted to identify the relative importance of 
attributes, but did not differentiate the important, determinant, and salient attributes. Nor did 
previous research differentiate the search, experience, and credence attributes. The first 
research addressing the hotel selection process was Lewis (1984a). In this research, travellers 
were asked to rate the importance of 6 6  attributes, and this identified 17 determinant 
attributes which are important for travellers to select a place to stay. Other studies followed 
this research design and applied it to different target markets (Weaver and Oh, 1993; 
McCleary, Weaver, & Lan, 1994; Lockyer, 2002); or compared the different perceptions of 
different markets (Callan, 1998; Callan and Bowman, 2000). Previous research may identify 
some attributes are more important than other attributes, or some attributes are more 
important to one target market than the other market, but did not verify if these differences 
actually result in different hotel selections.
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Some studies (Wind, et al., 1989; Ding, et al., 1991; Koo, et al., 1999; Wong & Lam, 2001) 
used a conjoint analysis to identify the relative importance or utilities of attributes. The 
conjoint analysis research used in these studies did not address the huge numbers of attributes, 
and forced subjects to make trade-off decisions using a limited number of attributes. Yet, this 
conjoint analysis research did not address the existence of the consideration set and the 
choice set question. Furthermore, the conjoint analysis did not address the phased decision 
question raised by Wright and Barbour (1977).
Based on the above, one can conclude that the linkage between hotel selection literature and 
the consumer selection process literature is limited, as shown in Figure 2.2 (page 12). Only 
two researchers studied the evoked set or the consideration set concept. On the other hand, 
some researchers may have identified the relative importance of different attributes, but did 
not examine these attributes under the context of search, experience, and credence (Nelson, 
1970, 1973; Darby and Kami, 1973), or the context of important, salient, and determinant 
(Myers and Alpert, 1968). This research study attempts to examine the hotel selection 
process under the framework of the consideration set, the choice set, and identify the role 
played by different attributes in the decision making process.
2.4 Online Consumer Behaviour
As shown in the following paragraph, a very high proportion of hotel reservations are now 
made directly by consumers in the internet and this is increasing. Hence research into the 
hotel selection process needs to consider the online environment.
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Haussmann (2007) quoted Terry Jones, the founder and former CEO of Travelocity, that
travel is the largest e-commerce industry. Travel is larger than the combined e-commerce
generated from the next four largest industries. Haussmann further quoted eMarketer that,
“online consumer travel sales hit $ 79 billion in 2006, and will grow at a 17% annual 
rate before reaching $ 146 billion in 2010. Thirty seven million households booked 
travel online last year, and by 2010 it’s expected 51.1 million households will book 
travel online ”.
Another eMarketer report, German Online Travel Gains on UK (2007), stated Germans 
booked 35.1 million vacations online in 2006, which represents 1 in every 2 German 
vacationers. In the same report, market share of online leisure/unmanaged business travel 
sales in Europe are UK 32%, France 23%, Germany 20%, Scandinavia 10%, Spain 5%. 
Given these statistics, one cannot discuss hotel purchase decisions without considering the 
impact of e-commerce on consumers’ decision making. This section will first discuss 
online/offline consumer behaviours, online consumer behaviours, and both industry as well 
as academic research about purchasing hotel rooms online.
2.4.1 Online/Offline Consumers
The internet revolutionizes flexibility in both consumer choice and service delivery processes 
(Buhalis, 2003). Underhill (2000) credited e-commerce for offering consumers limitless 
selection, price comparison, convenience, speed, information as comparing to the traditional 
retailing can do. On the other hand, e-commerce still cannot compete with traditional 
retailing in offering “touch, trial or any other sensory stimuli; immediate gratification; and 
social interaction” (Underhill, 2000). However, not every consumer will purchase online. 
According to Mendelsohn (2006), the number of US consumers who employed cross­
shopping channels increased 8 % between 2004 and 2005, and these consumers influenced 
more than $ 125 billion sales in 2005. She further stated that almost $ 400 billion of store
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sales, or 16% of total retail sales, are directly influenced by the Web as consumers search 
products online but purchase offline. She estimated this behaviour pattern is going to 
continue to 2012, and results in more than $ 1 trillion of store sales (Mendelsohn, 2007). 
Therefore, it is important to understand the differences between online and offline consumers.
Phau and Poon (2000) identified four factors, namely cost, frequency of purchase, value 
proposition, and degree of differentiation may impact on consumers’ decisions to purchase 
online or offline. They found support in their hypothesis that product and service type 
classification will influence the choice between a retail store and an internet store; products 
and services that have high intangible value proposition are more suitable to sell online; and 
product and services that are high on differentiation are more suitable to sell online. They 
found online shoppers are more likely to purchase CDs, flowers, online paid subscription to 
newspaper and financial information, computer software, consultancy services, car loans, and 
insurance. On the other hand, online shoppers and non-shoppers are least likely to buy eggs, 
milk, and vegetables online. Their research does not include travel industry.
Alternatively, Goolsbee (2000) targeted only one product, computer, and collected retail 
prices from the 50 largest metro areas in the US, developed a price index, built a logit model 
to evaluate whether purchasing a computer online or offline is a price elasticity issue or an 
individual characteristic issue. He found people with previous computer purchase experience, 
previous online purchase experience, higher income, are significantly more likely to buy 
directly from the manufacturer. Prices are “positively and significantly correlated with the
likelihood o f a computer owner having bought online or direct from the manufacturer....
conditional on buying a computer, an increase in retail prices o f 1 % raises the overall 
likelihood o f buying remotely by 1.45%”. Goolsbee concluded that his research proved the
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direct competition between online and offline merchants. Kwak (2001) further explained 
Goolsbee’s research (2000) and stated given same prices between online and offline stores, 
32% of computer buyers will buy online or directly from the manufacturer. However, as 
Goolsbee’s research is the computer industry, this finding may not apply to other industries. 
In fact, Goolsbee suggested that for products that are difficult to compare, there is less 
competition between online and offline stores than between 2  nearby offline stores.
Iqbal, Verma, and Baran (2003) used discrete choice analysis to identify the most important 
features valued by online and offline customers. Iqbal et al. did not specify the industry, but 
provided most important features considered by the industry leaders. They constructed 16 
profiles with different attribute level combinations. Subjects were asked to respond to 16 sets, 
and indicated whether they will choose one of the alternative within the set or reject both. 
Iqbal et al. first categorized respondents into online and offline customers. Furthermore, 
online customers were categorized into low-, medium-, and high- familiarity levels with the 
services. Iqbal et al. found that offline customers value traditional services more than online 
only features. For example, offline customers value the availability of research and analysis 
and professional account manager. On the other hand, online customers value both online 
only features and traditional services. In other words, online customers value the availability 
of real time information (an online only feature) and the availability of research and analysis 
(traditional feature), but assign lower utility to traditional features comparing to offline 
customers do. In terms of online customer with different familiarity levels, medium-level 
familiarity customers are most price sensitive. Iqbal et al. concluded that since traditional 
features are core business, therefore, both online and offline consider these features important.
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Jarvelainen and Puhakainen (2004) argued that if two well-trusted brick-and-motor 
companies both use secure payment systems, guarantee information privacy, which other 
factors will prevent customers to purchase online? Jarvelainen and Puhakainen observed data 
from two local cruise companies’ web sites, and found although the number of visitors is high, 
only 2-4% of bookings were online booking. They used web survey and received 2,479 
responses. They found experienced and inexperienced online purchasers have different 
conversation preferences; different perceptions regards to the appropriateness of using the 
internet to make travel bookings; and have different evaluations regarding their own abilities 
to make online reservations. The subjects also rationalised their offline purchases because 
they can confirm the cheapest price is secured, the completeness of the purchase, and obtain 
all information through conversations with service representatives. Regarding different 
conversation preferences, Goby (2006) explored the relationship between personality, as 
measured by Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), and choices of online/offline 
communication preferences. Goby found significant correlation between online/offline 
choices and the dimension of Extraversion and Introversion.
Phau and Poon (2000) found the decision to purchase online or offline is related to product 
and service types. Goolsbee’s research (2000) demonstrated consumers are price sensitive, 
willing to identify and react to price differences between traditional stores and online 
stores/manufacturers. Iqbal et al. (2003) identified online and offline customers may value 
similar features, but assign different weights to these features. Jarvelainen and Puhakainen 
(2004) and Goby (2006) identified online and offline consumers have different 
communication preferences. Furthermore, Jarvelainen and Puhakainen also recognized that 
consumers may purchase offline simply because they can not accomplish their missions due 
to the incompleteness of information, lack of trust in online prices and transactions.
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2.4.2 Online consumer behaviour 
2.4.2.1 Online search
Ward and Lee (2000) investigated the relationship between internet experience, internet 
proficiency, and brand reliance. They stated that naive internet users may have difficulties in 
finding the necessary information, and judging the credibility of information found. 
Therefore, naive internet users may depend more on brand information. As internet users 
gain more experiences, they are more proficient in finding what they need. As a result, 
experienced internet users will reduce their reliance on brand information. They used data 
from the annual Survey of Internet Usage conducted by Georgia Institute of Technology’s 
Graphics, Visualization and Usability (GVU) centre. They found significant relationship is 
present between internet experience, internet proficiency, and brand reliance. As internet 
users gain more experiences, they tend to be more successful in finding information, and 
finding information quicker. As internet users gain more experiences, they are willing to 
spend more time to find information. For example, when they cannot find the information, 
77% of naive users will give up in 30 minutes, comparing to 6 8 % of experienced users who 
will do so. The researchers found significant relationship between internet experiences and 
brand reliance. For example, 11% of the least experienced users “required” a brand name, 
while only 7% of the most experienced users do so. On the other hand, 7% of the least 
experienced users “don’t care about” a brand name, comparing to 16% of the most 
experienced do. They concluded that as users gain internet experiences, they also gain 
internet proficiency and less relay on brands.
Johnson et al. (2004) researched competition among web sites though click stream data. The 
data were generated through tracking the URL visited by 10,000 households on the panel of 
Media Metrix, Inc. over 12 months from July 1997 and June 1998. Johnson et al. found
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challenges in defining a search session, and in linking search with final purchases. For 
example, subjects may search for a product over several days before they reach the 
purchasing decisions. Subjects may search online but purchase offline. Johnson et al. 
specially challenged the definition of a search session as “all store visits prior to the purchase 
should be included in a search session”. Johnson et al. argued this definition will not be able 
to address following issues, which are (1) not all purchases will be made online; (2 ) the 
difficulty to use URL to identify purchase behaviour; and (3) in the situation when consumer 
reach the conclusion of not buying, this definition will not work. Johnson et al. (2004) 
focused on three products, CDs, books, and air travel. Johnson et al. found the overall search, 
defined by the number of store visits per month, is low. These households on average visited
1.2 book stores, 1.3 CD store, and 1.8 travel stores. They found, 70% of the CD shoppers, 
70% of the book shoppers, and 42% of the travel shoppers only visited one site during 12 
months, and considered these shoppers as loyal. They found significant negative relationship 
between search for air travel and the time dynamics. Overtime, consumers searching for air 
travel tend to visit the preferred site. They suspected this may result from the changing prices 
and huge amount of money involved for air travel. However, Johnson et al. also pointed out 
the availability of comparison shopping tools on air travel web sites, which should reduce 
search behaviour. Johnson et al. found no support in the statement that experiences will 
increase the number of sites visited. They also stated their findings are different from self- 
reports of search, but they consider theirs are more reliable. However, they cautioned readers 
that their data are from households and may be different from individual behaviour. In 
addition, they were not able to directly link search with purchase behaviour. Although this 
article was published in 2004, the data was from July 1997 to June 1998, the beginning stage 
of e-commerce. Therefore, the author cautions readers for generalizing the findings from this 
research.
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Built on Johnson et al. (2004), Zhang, et al. (2007) used data collected between January to 
December 2002 from the same data source to investigate search depth and factors which may 
influence search depth. Search depth is defined as the number of web sites visited before a 
purchase was made, within a month. Zhang, et al. (2007) stated that when making purchase 
decisions, consumers consider both price and quality factors. They identified 16 music 
retailer sites, 24 computer hardware retail sites, and 29 air travel sites which were recognized 
by BizRate.com; used by previous researchers; and had data available from Media Matrix Inc. 
They found consumers searched, on average, 2.1 music sites, 3.3 computer hardware sites, 
and 3.3 air travel sites. They also found consumer loyalty to a specific web site reduced. In 
fact, 37% of music shoppers, 7% of computer hardware shoppers, and 19% of air travel 
shoppers remain loyal to one specific web site. The different findings between their own 
research and research from Johnson et al. (2004) were explained through the expansion of 
broadband connection, the industry maturity, and consumer adoptions of internet. Zhang, et 
al. (2007) further incorporated broadband internet adoption, price, lag of search depth, 
household income, household education, and household age into a model and tried to identify 
the relationship between these factors and search depth. They found support in positive 
correlation between broadband internet adoption and search depth in all three categories; 
support in positive correlation between lag of search depth and search depth in three 
categories; and support in positive correlation between price and search depth in computer 
hardware and air travel. In addition, they found household income is positively correlated 
with search depth in computer hardware purchase situation; and household education is 
positively correlated with search depth in air travel purchase situation. Zhang, et al. stated 
that their model “suggests that search cost is inversely correlated with search depth while 
consumers’ quality preference is positively correlated with search depth”. They further
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stated that search depth is impacted by cost of search, consumer characteristics, and product 
characteristics. Zhang et al. recommended that taking into consideration of both price and 
quality attributes will enhance our understanding of consumer search behaviour.
It is important to note that Ward and Lee (2000), and Zhang et al. (2007) showed that as 
consumers gain more internet experiences, their behaviours change. Ward and Lee (2000) 
found experienced users tend to be more successful in finding information and finding 
information quicker, but also are willing to invest more time when they can’t find 
information. Zhang et al. (2007) found consumers visited 2.1 music sites and 3.3 travel sites, 
comparing to 1.3 CD store and 1.8 travel stores found in Johnson et al. (2004) study. Zhang 
et al. (2007) attributed the differences to the expansion of broadband connection, the industry 
maturity, and consumer adoptions of the internet. In terms of the adoptions of the internet, it 
can be explained as internet users understand the logic of the internet and websites better 
from their experiences, and are more efficient in reaching their goals. Naive internet users 
need to understand the logic of the internet and how to interact with websites. Should this 
explanation is true, one can also state that the internet users are influenced, or framed by 
websites. More similar discussions will be presented in the next section.
2.4.2.2 Online Decision Making
Mathieson et al. (1999) assumed consumers are willing to invest efforts to make good 
decisions, while companies are willing to help customers making good decisions for the 
benefits of the customers. Through focus groups and interviews, the researchers identified 
challenges facing consumers, and designed a web site to address these challenges. These 
challenges include not knowing what they want, not knowing how to make decisions, not 
knowing what products are available, not able to handle huge amount of information. Forty
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subjects used the consumer decision tools designed by the researchers to choose a home. 
After their uses, subjects stated they are more knowledgeable about homes and were more 
confident in their decisions and in their knowledge about their home requirements. The 
researchers also analyzed the log files and found subjects spent on average 2.25 hours using 
the consumer decision tools. The researchers concluded that consumer decision tools can 
improve customer decision making and reduced cost for future decisions. On the other hand, 
consumer decision tools can increase companies’ insight into consumer choice process and 
loyalty, and reduce marketing costs.
Resnick and Lergier (2003) researched how users evaluated search results presented by 
search engines. Resnick and Lergier believed due to the difference between task specific 
search and non-task specific search, users adopt either self-terminating search strategy or 
exhaustive strategy. Task specific search is when users have an idea of what to look for. In 
this case, Resnick and Lergier suspect users will adopt a self-terminating strategy, which 
means users will stop searching when a sub optimal result showed up. Non-specific search is 
when users have no idea of what to look for. In this case, users may adopt an exhaustive 
strategy, which means users view all search results to determine the best result. Two 
experiments were conducted. In the first experiment, Resnick and Lergier (2003) asked users 
to search for four different solutions using predetermined keywords. The research purpose is 
to investigate which information presented in the search engine results is important in 
building subjects’ pre-click confidence. The search results were presented either by simple 
models, which list short description and key fields of each search result; or by combined 
models, which list short description and key fields of each search result and category. The 
key fields of search results include titles, short description, date, URL, size, and key word 
counts. 15 subjects were randomly assigned with search results presented in 2  simple models
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and 2 combined models. Subjects received verbal protocols trainings before the experiment, 
performed verbal protocols during the experiment, and received interviews after they 
completed the tasks. Resnick and Lerginer (2003) found short descriptions are the most 
useful in building subjects’ pre-click confidence. The data size, date, and URL are not as 
important in building pre-click confidence. In the second experiment, they investigated 
whether search strategy (self-terminating vs. exhaustive) will differ due to different search 
tasks (task-specific vs. non-task specific). Sixty subjects conducted 6  search tasks. Resnick 
and Lergier (2003) found significant difference in search strategy. 94% task specific 
searchers adopt self-terminating strategy, while 62% non-task specific searchers adopt the 
exhaustive strategy. Resnick and Lergier found non-task specific searchers spend more time 
searching than task specific searchers. They also found whether the selections made by the 
subjects were correct or incorrect, subjects were all confident in their selections.
Suri, et al. (2003) investigated the relationship between computer anxiety, motivation, and 
consumers’ perceptions of prices and quality. They found when consumers have high 
motivation, consumers with high computer anxiety perceive higher prices as indicators of 
higher quality, while consumers with low computer anxiety perceive higher prices as 
monetary sacrifice. Consumers with higher computer anxiety adopt heuristic procession, and 
use price as threshold. Consumers with low computer anxiety adopt systematic processing, 
and consider more information than just price. On the other hand, when consumers have low 
motivation, no matter consumers have high or low computer anxiety, they all adopt heuristic 
processing. The research subjects are 319 undergraduate students, with 300 usable results. 
Questionnaires were used to evaluate computer anxiety, mathematic anxiety, perceived 
knowledge, perceived quality, perceived sacrifice, and perceived value, and attributes.
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Haubl and Dellaert (2003) studied the impact of the availability of recommendation agents 
and comparison matrix in facilitating consumers’ decision making. Haubl and Dellaert 
assumed the uses of recommendation agents and comparison matrix will have impacts on the 
amount of information search, consideration sets, and decision quality. They measured the 
amount of information search as pages viewed. They defined consideration sets as ‘the set of 
alternatives that a consumer considers seriously for purchase’, which was used in the research 
by Hauser and Wemerfelt (1990). The measurement of consideration sets is defined by the 
sizes and quality of consideration sets. Decision quality was measured from three aspects, 
which are the decision confidence, the switching behaviour, and the selection of non­
dominated alternatives. Haubl and Dellaert (2003) defined the non-dominated alternative as 
“ an alternative is non-dominated if  no other alternative is superior on an attribute without, 
at the same time, being inferior on at least one other attribute”. They suspected that the 
availability of recommendation agents enables subjects to specify their important attributes, 
and may result in consideration set consisting with more similar alternatives. Hence, there 
will be no dominated alternative in the consideration set. Haubl and Dellaert constructed the 
experiment design with manipulation of products (backpacking tent and compact stereo), 
product category order (the sequence of presence of tent and stereo), the availability of 
recommendation agents (yes or no), and the availability of comparison matrix (yes or no). 
They also constructed 54 alternatives for both backpacking tent and compact stereo. Theses 
54 alternative consists of 9 models of 6  brands. In addition to brand and model, the 
researchers used 7 attributes with different levels to construct these 54 x 2 alternatives. The 
backpacking tent attributes consists of pole material, warranty, weight, durability rating, price, 
fly fabric, and vestibule. The researchers held fly fabric and vestibule constant, and assigned 
different levels to the rest 5 attributes. The attributes used to construct compact stereo 
include CD player type, tuner presets, output power, sound quality rating, prices, cassette
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decks (constant), and remote control (constant). They also constructed six non-dominated 
alternatives within 54 products in order to measure the consideration set quality and decision 
quality. Their experiment procedures start with subjects’ self-evaluation of product interest 
and knowledge. Then, subjects who have no access to recommendation agents will be 
presented with a web page of 6  brands, while subjects with access to recommendation agents 
will be asked to rate attributes, minimum acceptable levels, and the number of alternatives to 
be presented in the recommendation list. Subjects who have access to comparison matrix can 
add attribute information to the comparison matrix, while subjects without comparison matrix 
can’t. After these tasks, all subjects evaluated their decision confidence, and identify the 
alternatives in their consideration sets. Subjects then were given opportunity to switch their 
choices, if they want to. Subjects then evaluated the difficulties in locating the product they 
prefer and the difficulties in product comparison. In terms of the availability of 
recommendation agents, they found significant difference between subjects with access to 
recommendation agents and with no access in the amount of search, consideration set size, 
and consideration set quality. Specifically, they found subjects with access to 
recommendation agents viewed less information (6.58 pages vs. 11.78 pages), have smaller 
consideration set (2.78 vs 3), and have better consideration set quality. The quality of 
consideration set is defined by the share of non-dominated alternatives (0.85 vs. 0.42). They 
also found the decision quality is better for subjects with access to recommendation agents 
comparing to subjects without the access. They found significant difference between subjects 
with RA access and without RA access in purchasing of the non-dominated alternative (93% 
vs. 65%), switching behaviour (20% vs. 60%), and decision confidence (6.71 vs. 6.41). The 
presence of comparison matrix does not cause much difference between subjects with access 
and subjects without the access. The researchers found no support in their hypothesis that the 
availability of comparison matrix will increase the number of alternatives which subjects
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viewed detailed information, as well as their hypothesis that comparison matrix will increase 
subjects’ decision confidence. The researchers did find significant difference between 
subjects with access to comparison matrix and subjects with no access in consideration set 
sizes (2.19 vs. 3.17), consideration set quality (0.68 vs. 0.57), decision quality in terms of 
switching behaviour (38% vs. 44%). The researchers reminded readers that the assumption 
used in the experiment design is that the subjects have already selected an electronic store, for 
example a supplier’s web site. In addition, the researchers cautioned readers that the 
recommendation agents used in this research have high quality and no intention to lead or 
influence subjects’ decisions, which may be different from commercial web sites. From the 
author’s point of view, this research was published in 2 0 0 0 , when e-commerce was not as 
sophisticated as now. For example, in their research, the comparison matrix consists of brand 
(row) * attributes (column). It was not clear to the author that how many attributes can be 
seen on the screen at the same time. Therefore, when generalizing their research findings in 
comparison matrix, special caution is needed. Their research subjects are 249 undergraduate 
students
Haubl and Dellaert (2003) investigated the role of travel recommendation agents in travel 
decision making. Haubl and Dellaert constructed a list of 500 travel options, which differs in 
7 attributes with 4 individual levels. Subjects are asked to search, select and book a holiday 
home. Their research consists of two stages. In the first stage, both the experiment and 
control groups went though eight conjoint profiles to assess individual utility preferences. 
The experiment group received a recommendation list based on their utility preference results, 
while the controlled group received a randomly generated list. In the second stage, both 
groups reviewed and selected a place to stay. Haubl and Dellaert measured the decision 
quality and decision efforts. Specifically, the decision efforts consist of the total decision
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time, the number of alternatives viewed, and the average consideration time spent per option. 
Haubl and Dellaert compared the decision quality, consideration time per alternative, total 
time, and the number of alternatives viewed, and found significant differences between the 
experiment group and the controlled group. They found the experiment group viewed less 
travel options, but spent more time viewing per option. They suspected this may due to the 
total time is divided among fewer alternatives. They also suspected this may result from the 
increasing difficulty in making selections among competitive alternatives, especially 
alternatives with relative different benefits. They concluded that recommendation agents 
may be helpful in reducing travellers’ search, but not helpful in facilitating the decision 
making.
Jiang (2002) incorporated literature from price search, economics and e-commerce and 
constructed a model of online price search. Jiang believed price search is influenced by three 
factors, namely, perceived search efficiency, motivation to price search, and perceived 
benefits of search. Perceived search efficiency is further influenced by perceived ease of 
price search, perceived accuracy of search tools, and time per search task. Motivation to 
price search is influenced by need for accumulated price knowledge, need for specific 
purchase task, and need to justify offline purchase decision. Although Jiang did not provide 
any empirical verification, he believed companies can improve these factors to better address 
these price search issues.
Kamis and Stohe (2003) reviewed the heuristic theories, and identified parametric search, 
keyword search, and categorical hierarchy as new heuristics. Parametric search asks 
shoppers to set the upper and lower limits of attributes, and presents only products meeting 
the criteria. Based on Kamis and Stohe’s idea of parametric search, this author found
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parametric search to be similar to the traditional conjunctive heuristic. Kamis and Stohe 
further linked the heuristic theories with existing online shopping decision aid (DA) tools. 
Kamis and Stohe identified applications of compensatory heuristics, such as WADD and 
comparison matrix; as well as applications of non-compensatory heuristics, such as 
Lexicographic and conjunctive. Kamis and Stohr further revisited the traditional 
consideration set and choice set theories, and added input-output concepts. Kamis and Stohr 
defined all available products on the web site as the “universal set”. With the assistance of a 
decision aid, shopper will trim the “universal set” down to form a “consideration set”. The 
process to from the consideration set is called by Kamis and Stohr as “search stage”. The 
consideration set is the output of the search stage. The consumers further go though the 
“consideration stage” to form the “choice set”, as well as the “choice stage” to find the final 
chosen product. Kamis and Stohr stressed that “it is the combination o f the shopper query 
and the decision aid that produces the output product set and that some shoppers may be 
more adept than others in using a given decision aid”. Furthermore, Kamis and Stohr stated 
that, “i f  one or only a few products are produced, the shopper may proceed directly to the 
choice stage, by passing the consideration stage” Kamis and Stohr suggested that the non­
compensatory heuristics are better in reducing the number of products into a smaller set; 
while the compensatory heuristics are better in comparing in depth of a smaller number of 
products during the final stage of selection. Kamis and Stohr examined 18 web sites which 
offers decision aids, classified the available decision aids, and linked the available decision 
aids with the search stage, the consideration stage, and the choice stage. Kamis and Stohr 
specified the decision aids as parametric search, lexicographic search, and comparison matrix. 
Within the 18 samples, they found 12 web sites provides parametric search, 3 offers 
lexicographic, and 10 offers comparison matrix. Kamis and Stohr stated that,
‘The elimination strategies, Parametric search and Lexicographic search, are
generally provided by web sites to initiate product search, while the compensatory
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decision strategy o f displaying the attributes o f products side-by-side in a
Comparison Matrix is generally provided at the end o f a shopper’s search”.
Kamis and Stohr further classified web site performance based on the available decision aids, 
and categorized web sites into “complete”, “search + choice”, “search”, “choice”, and 
“keyword & categorical”. Kamis and Stohr found the support in the consideration stage is 
rare. They suspected the reasons are (1) the expertise required to index, search and build the 
database; (2) the expertise to know the most important attributes and attribute utilities; (3) the 
dynamic interaction in the consideration stage; and (4) the tool may conflict with other tools, 
or demand too much efforts from the consumers. They also stated rarely a web site provides 
decision aids to support the search stage, the consideration stage, and the choice stage. The 
18 web sites examined by Kamis and Stohr provide some decision aids in helping consumers 
shopping for desktop computers and digital cameras.
Kamis and Stohr (2006) argued that if the autonomous agents (shopping search robots) are 
not effective, they are simply just information gatherers; users still need to spend lots of time 
to understand and filter the gathered information. Kamis and Stohr designed four attributes 
based, instead of key-words based, parametric search engines (PSE). They believed it is 
possible to automate the decision making process entirely through the use of a multiple 
attribute decision support system (DSS). On the other hand, they cautioned the challenge to 
balance between ease of use, usefulness, and user involvement. Kamis and Stohr identified 
that search effort and domain knowledge will impact on decision quality, which will impact 
on decision confidences, perceived usefulness, and perceived ease of use. Kamis and Stohr 
argued that people are not willing to invest in search effort and tend to use the existing 
knowledge which they had acquired earlier. Even though DSS can save considerable search 
efforts, people are not willing to invest the saved effort to improve the decision quality.
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Decision quality is defined by the researchers as “the degree to which a decision outcome (a 
choice) is optimal, both in an objective and subjective sense; that is, the best choice possible 
and the best choice for the decision maker”. The research design involves the combination of 
parametric search engines and comparison matrix. The two parametric search engines are 
either parameter based or elimination-by-aspect based. The parametric search allows the 
subjects to set the upper and lower bounds of attributes; while the elimination-by-aspect 
allows the subjects to first rank the importance of attributes, then filter through alternatives 
by the rankings. The comparison matrix shows the alternatives (columns) by attributes 
(rows). The subjects first complete a practice task by selecting a printer to recommend to 
friends, and complete the actual task by selecting a computer. The experimental design 
includes 4 combinations of task sequences, which are Parametric Search (PS) => Elimination- 
by-aspects (EBA) => Comparison Matrix (CM); PS => CM; EBA => CM; and EBA => PS ==> 
CM. The researchers choose five attributes, each with low, average, and high levels, and 
combined them into different alternatives. The researchers further removed the alternatives 
with the lowest price but highest levels of the other four attributes, and five other next most 
dominant products to prevent the task to be too easy. The researchers used 71 student 
subjects in a laboratory setting. They found search effort and domain knowledge had positive 
impacts on decision quality, which had a positive impact on decision confidence. Further, 
perceived ease of use had a positive impact on decision confidence and perceived usefulness.
Danaher, Wilson, and Davis (2003) believed that some search products in the traditional 
market become experience products in the online market. As a result, these products will be 
evaluated differently, which will require more efforts from the consumers, and may increase 
the perceived risks in the minds of the consumers. Danaher et al. adopted the segmented 
Dirichlet model, used the model to develop estimated shares of category requirements as
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baselines, and compared the baseline with actual online purchase, as well as the baseline with 
actual offline purchases. They used data from a supermarket chain, which has both 
traditional stores and an online store. The data was shopping records from 601 families 
between January and December 1998. Although the original data contains more than 601 
families, the researchers decided to use data from families which had made more than 6 
online shopping in the first 6 months of 1998. The researchers further applied criteria and 
selected total 19 categories of 129 products. Their criteria specify the product categories 
must have both high penetration and frequent purchases. The high penetration is defined by a 
brand share is more than 1%; a minimum of 80% of category volume is represented by the 
eligible brands; and a minimum of 3 brands in each category. The purchase frequency is 
defined as a minimum purchase of 3 times per year; and has at least 1,000 repeat purchases. 
Their offline data was from ACNielsen HomeScan panel within the same time period. The 
researchers selected 443 households from the panel to be the offline data. As ACNielsen 
HomeScan panel members do not necessarily purchase in the target supermarket chain, some 
products don’t accumulate enough data point. The final study contains the same 19 
categories but only 119 products. They found higher market share brands have higher brand 
loyalty, while lower market share brands have lower brand loyalty. In addition, they found 
the niche market brands have higher brand loyalty, while change-the-pace brands have lower 
brand loyalty. They suspect the reasons for the above phenomena may result from (1) brand, 
as a salient attribute, is used by customers to infer the quality of products; (2) brand is used to 
reduce the perceived risks in online shopping environment; or (3) the saved shopping list 
enables customers to repeat the same purchases over time.
Chakravarti and Janiszewski (2003) argued that to simplify the decision process, customers 
will tend to focus on the comparability between alternatives. Customers are more influenced
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by comparable attributes, and may attempt to enhance the comparability in decision process. 
Therefore, customers may weigh alignable attributes more in the decision process. When 
facing similar alternatives, customers will prefer comparing alternatives sharing overlapping 
attributes. Chakravarti and Janiszewski stated that under three conditions, customers are 
motivated to construct heterogeneous alternatives in the consideration set. These situations 
are when customers want to avoid Type II errors; when customers can compare 
heterogeneous alternatives; and when there is no time constraint. Chakravarti and 
Janiszewski pointed out consumers are sensitive to type II error in their decisions, 
when they face novel product categories, novel buying situations, and novel consumption 
context.
Steckel et al. (2005) stated the opportunities presented by the internet also bring along the 
challenges. Specifically, Steckel et al. pointed out that the impact of the abundance of 
information on consumer decision making has not reached unitary conclusions. The 
availability of intelligent shopping agents and comparison matrix should improve the 
decision quality, but researchers found contradictory results. In addition, although the 
internet offers customization and interactive opportunity, it also raises the issues of privacy, 
of providing return on investment on customers’ time, and of the system ability to evolve and 
adapt to individual consumer’s changing taste.
Resnick and Lergier (2003) stated that consumers adopt either self-terminating or exhaustive 
search strategy when they search. In addition, when present with search engine results, 
subjects find short descriptions from the search engine results are more useful than data size, 
date, and URL. Resnick and Lergier found whether subjects made correct or incorrect 
decisions, they are confident in their selections. Suri, et al. (2003) found subjects with high
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computer anxiety adopt heuristic procession, and tend to use price as the threshold. On the 
other hand, subjects with low computer anxiety adopt systematic procession, and will 
consider price as only part of the information. Haubl and Dellaert (2000), and Kamis and 
Stohe (2003, 2006) investigated the role of recommendation agents and comparison matrix in 
consumer decision making, and linked their research with consideration set concepts. Haubl 
and Dellaert (2000) found the availability of recommendation agents reduces the amount of 
information viewed by the subjects, enhances the decision quality, but found no difference 
between subjects with access to comparison matrix and without access. Subjects with access 
to either recommendation agents or comparison matrix have smaller consideration set. Haubl 
and Dellaert also conducted another research in the role of recommendation agents and asked 
subjects to book a vacation home. They found significant differences in decision quality, 
consideration time per alternative, total time, and the number of alternatives viewed between 
the experiment group and the control group. They found the experiment group viewed less 
travel options but spent more time viewing per option. Therefore, they concluded the 
availability of recommendation agents may facilitate the information search process, but is 
not helpful in facilitating the decision making. Kamis and Stohe (2003) examined 18 web 
sites to identify and classify the availability of decision tools, such as parametric search, 
lexicographic search, and comparison matrix. They found web sites rarely provide 
assistances in all three stages, which are search, consideration, and choice. Specifically, they 
identified the assistance provided in the consideration stage is rare. Kamis and Stohe (2006) 
further argued that shopping search robots are not effective, if these robots just gather 
information around the web. They designed four attributes based parametric search engines 
based on manipulation of availability and sequence of parametric search, elimination-by- 
aspects, and comparison matrix. Although Kamis and Stohe believe the decision making 
process can be automated, they also caution the amount of input from customers may defer
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customers’ intention to use. Danaher, et al. (2003) compared online and offline shopping 
data from 19 categories 119 products, and found higher market share brands have higher 
brand loyalty online. They also found the niche market brands have higher brand loyalty, 
while change-the-pace brands have lower loyalty. Chakravarti and Janiszewski (2003) 
argued that consumers will tend to focus on the comparable alternatives to save their decision 
efforts. Steckel et al. (2005) cautioned the risks brought along by the Internet. They 
specified the availability of intelligent shopping agents and comparison matrix should 
improve decision quality, but researchers found contradictory results.
It is noted that the presences of the recommendation agents, comparison matrix, shopping 
agents, and other similar decision support systems offered by websites could improve users’ 
decision quality (Haubl and Trifts, 2000; Haubl and Dellaert, 2003; Kaims and Stohe, 2003 
and 2006). The fact that the decision quality has been improved is the result of using the 
website decision support tools. In another study, Danaher et al. (2003) suspected that the 
saved shopping list enables customers to repeat the same purchases over time, and reinforce 
the loyalty of higher market share brands. It shows that website users are influenced by 
websites. Haubl and Dellaert (2000) cautioned that their research tool does not intend to lead 
or influence subjects’ decisions, but argued that commercial websites may offer decision 
tools which lead to biased results. One can conclude that website users are influenced, or 
framed, by websites.
In conclusion, the above research all contributed to the knowledge of consumer online 
behaviour. This study incorporates features of this research stream - recommendation agents, 
comparison matrix, and products available from commercial web sites -  into the research 
design proposed here.
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2A.2.3 Customer Online Experiences
Koivumaki (2001) studied the relationship between customer satisfaction and web interface 
(list vs. map), as well as the relationship between customer satisfaction and web site features. 
Koivumaki found subjects who used the map-type interface have more positive shopping 
experience than those using the list-type interface. Koivumaki also found “clarity of the 
interface, usefulness of the web shop, interactivity, the ease of navigation, the selection 
available, product presentation, ease of use and the convenience of web shopping” have 
positive effects on the shopping experience. In addition, Koivumaki found support in the 
relationship between customer satisfaction and the likelihood of a repeat purchase. 
Koivumaki concluded that although the interface design does not change consumer behaviour, 
it does influence customer satisfaction. The research used a real supermarket web site, but 
with two different interface designs. The total number of participants is 54. Stibel (2005) 
advocated web designers should build web sites which allow visitors to apply previous 
knowledge and experiences. Stibel gave the example as using car racing vocabulary to 
explain the internet services, and stated examples like this can facilitate consumers’ 
understanding. Stibel also pointed out the importance of presentation, and indicated that 
different presentations, web structure and framework may result in different conclusion and 
bias.
Murray and Haubl (2003) stated that based on the Power Law of Learning, people learn from 
practices and experiences, and result in the reduced time required to complete a task. Based 
on human capital theories from economics, the saved time can be seen as the reduction of 
overall costs to complete a task. Murray and Haubl linked the above theories with 
consumers’ experiences with online stores. They argued that consumers develop both 
transferable skills and non-transferable skills when learning to interact with a web site. The
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transferable skills can be applied to different web sites, therefore reduce the cost of switching 
to a different web sites. Non-transferable skills can be applied only to the specific web site, 
and increases the switching costs should the customers want to switch to other web sites. 
Murray and Haubl suggested web site designers should consider both the transferable skills to 
attract new users, while non-transferable skills to increase the switch costs and loyalty. 
Murray and Haubl mentioned their research is based on empirical evidence but did not 
mention the details.
Koufaris (2002) stated online consumers are not only consumers but also computer users, and 
applied the technology acceptance model and flow theory to investigate new customers’ 
intention to return and unplanned purchase behaviour. Koufaris found shopping enjoyment 
and perceived usefulness of the web store are positively related to intention to return. 
Product involvement is positively related to shopping enjoyment and concentration. 
Perceived skills are positively related to shopping enjoyment and concentration. The levels 
of challenges of a web store are positively related to shopping enjoyment and concentration. 
Koufaris used an online marketing e-mail list to recruit subjects. Subjects first indicated their 
intention to purchase, visited the web site (www.booksamillion.com), and finished with 2nd 
questionnaire with their shopping experiences and actually purchases. The research consisted 
of 300 subjects, with 280 responses.
Wolfinbarger and Gilly (2001) compared the motivation between goal-directed shoppers and 
experiential shoppers though online and offline focus groups. Goal-directed shoppers and 
experiential shoppers consider different factors contributing to a satisfying online shopping 
experience. Goal-directed shoppers emphasize accessibility/convenience, selection, 
information availability, and lack of sociality, as well as freedom and control. Experiential
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shoppers emphasize involvement with product class, positive sociality, positive surprise, and 
bargain hunting. In terms of convenience/accessibility, focus group members like the 
feasibility of shopping anytime from anywhere, as well as the avoidance of social 
conventions of greetings and acceptable behaviours. However, focus group members also 
identified some items, such as clothes or shoes, are inconvenient to shop online. In addition, 
online shopping doesn’t provide immediate gratification as brick-and-motor shopping does. 
Online shoppers enjoy the lack of presence of not only sales people, but also their children 
and spouses. However, online shoppers do need to communicate to the stores from time to 
time, and expect immediate customized responses. The motivation for experiential shoppers 
is different from goal-directed shoppers. For example, experiential shoppers want fun, 
entertainment, and involvement. The authors advised web site designers should differentiate 
the need between online and offline customers, and between goal-directed and experiential 
customers.
Hsieh et al. (2005) argued that due to the differences between search-experience-credence 
products/services, companies should adopt different strategy to strengthen the customer 
relationship through financial, social, and structural bonds. Financial bonds refer to financial 
rewards, such as loyalty points. Social bonds refer to personal interactions, identifications, 
and friendship. Structural bonds are value added services offered by a web site, which 
becomes a cost should a customer move to another web site. Hsieh et al. used an online 
questionnaire to 234 convenient samples to distinguish 8 products/services into search- 
experience-credence category. Based on the result, subjects consider books and ticket 
services as search goods/services, hotels and information services are experience 
goods/services, and health foods, legal services, real estate agencies, and insurance are 
credence goods/services. Hsieh et al. further distributed 332 questionnaires. Subjects first
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selected one of the eight product/services, and visited a web site where the subjects had 
patronized recently, and evaluated their perceptions about the site. Hsieh et al. found that 
financial bonds are most important to search goods/services, social bonds are important to all 
search-experience-credence goods/services, while structural bonds are more important to 
credence and experience goods/services than search goods/services.
2.4.3 Review
This section reviews online consumer behaviour, which includes the comparison of online 
and offline consumers, consumer online search, consumer online decision making, and 
consumer online experiences. As shown in Figure 2.2 (page 12), there is some overlapping 
between the research focus of these studies and the hotel industry. However, as shown in the 
next section, there is no known hospitality research which addressing consumer online 
decision making in selecting a hotel from a website.
In this section, previous studies found decision support tools, such as recommendation agents 
and comparison matrix, could increase decision quality (Haubl and Trifts, 2000; Haubl and 
Dellaert, 2003; Kamis and Stohe, 2003 and 2006). Previous studies also recommended that 
web designers should leverage users’ experiences and knowledge in website designs (Ward 
and Lee, 2000; Danaher, et al., 2003; Steckel, 2005). In other words, through website designs, 
website can encourage users to move toward a certain direction, move through a similar 
process, in order to accomplish the users’ goal. Website designers should design the process 
by leveraging previous users’ experiences. To some extent, website designers can manipulate 
or frame the users’ activities or interactions with the website through site framework.
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2.5 Purchasing Hotel Rooms Online
Hospitality studies focused on website design and users’ information needs toward the 
websites, but have not taken into consideration how website design can influence consumers’ 
selection behaviour.
Online decision maker may go through the same decision process, which consists of problem 
identification, information search, alternative evaluation, and purchase decision (Engel, et al., 
1995). However, depending on whether the product is considered as a search, experience, or 
credence good or service, decision makers will have different information needs, and 
behaviours. Phau and Poon (2000) found that product and services that have high intangible 
value propositions are more suitable to sell online; and products and services that are high on 
differentiation are more suitable to sell online. For example, products such as TVs and 
automobiles have more search attributes than experience or credence attributes, and can be 
evaluated by standard criteria before the decision maker takes the purchase decision. Should 
the decision maker want, s/he can visit a retail store to test-drive or view the product. On the 
other hand, hotel rooms contain more experience or intangible attributes than search or 
credence attributes. Hotels compete on experience attributes, such as service and security. 
Nelson (1970 and 1973) and Darby and Kami (1973) stated that experience attributes can be 
evaluated effortlessly only after purchase. The author believes because a hotel room is an 
experience product, the attributes used and the information needs to make selection are 
different from the attributes used and the information needs used to evaluate search products.
Huang et al. (2009) stated that differences in the type of information sought for search and 
experience goods can result in differences in the process through which consumers gather 
information and make decisions online. Their research showed that consumers spent about
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the same amounts of time online gathering information, but differed in the browsing and 
purchase behaviour. Furthermore, reviews and multimedia had a greater effect on consumer 
search and purchase behaviour for experience than for search goods. Weathers et al. (2007) 
found that pictures had a greater effect on reducing performance uncertainty for the 
experience goods than for the search goods, while the opposite is true for providing shoppers 
with control over information. In addition, a third-party review can reduce uncertainty and 
increase perceptions of information credibility for search goods, but not for the experience 
goods. These two research study findings support this author’s argument that a decision 
maker will behave differently when searching and evaluating experience goods and search 
goods.
In addition to the different nature of search and experience goods, the different nature of 
perishable and non-perishable goods lead to suppliers’ different pricing and distribution 
strategies. Because of service perishability, the management of demand and capacity is vital 
(Kolter, et al., 2003). Many hotels adopt yield management as an application of 
discriminatory pricing strategy. Based on the projected occupancy rate for a given date, the 
available time for selling before this specific date, and the available rooms, a hotel may 
change room rates from day to day. Furthermore, the opaque websites, such as Hotwire.com 
and Priceline.com, allow hotels to sell rooms anonymously. By selling rooms anonymously, 
hotels do not compete on brands or locations, which are two most important attributes 
identified by previous researchers. Both yield management and the rising popularity of 
opaque websites affect the hotel and airline industries more than other industries (Jiang, 
2007). Due to the nature of yield management and the availability of opaque websites, 
consumers’ behaviours have changed. For example, Schultze (2008) found that Viennese 
hotels adopted three pricing strategies, which are: dynamic-pricing, pre-fixed constant pricing,
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and pre-fixed mixed pricing. A hotel room price will be determined by a hotel’s pricing 
strategy and the travel date (Schultze, 2008). Given different hotels can either maintain or 
charge different room rates because of the pricing strategies and travel dates, a decision 
maker can be confused by the huge amount of provided information and prices. The 
perishable nature of the hotel and airline products leads to the yield management and opaque 
selling strategies, which may cause different consumer behaviours when searching and 
evaluating products online.
In another study from Beldona, et al. (2005), researchers found that flight and car rentals are 
well established online, therefore customers seek more evaluative information than just prices. 
On the other hand, these researchers found that consumers place more importance to 
availability, detailed information, and ‘ease of use’ than to services that are not yet 
established, such as tours, activities, and accommodation, at the time of their study. 
Although the airline industry and the hotel industry both face the challenge of perishable 
products, the airline industry has more comparable products. Consumers make decisions 
based on flight schedule, airlines, travel time, seat sizes, in-flight entertainment, luggage 
allowances, and cabin crew attitude (Chen, et al., 2008). To some extent, most of the 
information is searchable and easy to compare. On the other hand, the hotel industry is more 
fragmented and lacks standardization. A decision maker will exercise more judgements 
when evaluating hotels than evaluating flights.
The differences between search and experience goods, the nature of perishable products, and 
the fragmented and lack of standardization justify the importance of improved understanding 
of a decision maker’s hotel selection behaviour.
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2.5.1 Purchasing Hotel Rooms Online: Industry Studies
In 2004, according to the research conducted by Travel Industry Association of America 
(TIA), 64 million of classified ‘online travellers’ used the internet in the past year to get 
travel information, and 44.6 million actually booked at least one travel service or product 
online. Among these 44.6 million online travel bookers, 67% purchased accommodations 
online (TIA report shows number of online travel bookers continues to grow, 2004). TIA’s 
research in 2005 showed 79 million of Americans planed their trips online, and more than 64 
million actually booked online. Buhalis (2003) stated that (in the US) one-third of all 
travellers are online, and about half of these online travel shoppers actually book online. The 
growth of the percentage of online bookers is well documented. Among online travel 
bookers, according to TIA report in 2005, 34% claimed they have purchased all travel online, 
while 78% have purchased at least half of their travel online (While the number of Americans 
using the internet appears to have reached a plateau, 2005). ComScore networks reported 
online travel spending in 2004 and 2005 equal to (US) $ 50.7 Billion and $ 60.9 Billion 
accordingly, a 20% growth (comSocre, 2006). PhoCusWright reported that the U.S. online 
leisure/unmanaged business travel market will increase 26% in 2005, compared to a 7% gain 
for the total global travel market. In addition, PhoCusWright reported that the top four U.S. 
travel distribution companies, Expedia Inc, Sabre Holdings, Cendant and Priceline.com, 
control 97% of the U.S. online travel agency market, 12% of the entire U.S. travel market, 
and as well, over half of the European online travel agency market (U.S. online travel market 
fuelled by supplier sites, 2005). Even business travellers are reported shopping travel online. 
In one article it was noted that 41% of American business travellers now book their trips 
online (Business continue move to Internet sites for travel, 2005). Therefore, one today can 
not study hotel selection and purchase behaviour without looking into online travel planning 
and purchase behaviour.
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TIA (2005) reported the most popular web sites used for travel planning are travel agency 
web sites, such as Expedia, Travelocity, and Priceline (67%); search engine web sites, such as 
Google or Yahoo! (64%), and company-owned web sites (54%) (While the number of 
Americans using the internet appears to have reached a plateau, 2005). Nielson/NetRatings 
(2005) reported that 54% of online travel shoppers began their travel research with an online 
travel agency web site, 37% with a travel supplier’s web site, and 9% with a meta-search web 
site. However, the ratios of converting lookers into bookers were reported as 5% for Expedia, 
4% for Orbitz, and 3% for Travelocity (Online travel purchase, 2005). On the other hand, 
research from Forrester.com showed that 44% of travellers used a travel agency web site to 
plan travel, while 27% used a general search engine, 25% used a travel supplier’s web site, 
and 6.5% used a travel search engine (Partnerships are key to online travel search survival, 
2005). Harteveldt, et al. (2005) reported that 28% of North American leisure bookers buy 
from one of the three online travel agencies, Expedia, Travelocity, and Orbitz. Harteveldt, et 
al. (2005) reported that at least one-third of each agency’s ‘bookers’ shops as well on one of 
the other two. These various ratios noted above can be partially explained by different 
definitions used to define online travellers and online shoppers, as well as web sites used vs. 
web sites started with. However, all researchers showed that travel agent web sites are the 
most popular web sites for travel planning.
Harris Interactive (2005) reported that online U.S. adults considered the following factors as 
important in selecting one hotel over another: price, location, hotel written description (71%), 
visuals (69%), information about the destination (62%), property star ratings (60%), the 
brand of hotel (53%), customer reviews and testimonials (44%), and loyalty program (31%) 
(The majority of online travellers rate hotel visuals, 2005).
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 95
ComScore reported that half of European online population visited a travel site in March, 
2007. On average, Europeans spent 37 minutes browsing travel-related contents. 
Specifically, Europeans spent 19 minutes at travel wholesalers’ web sites, 17 minutes at 
airline web sites, and 15 minutes at hotel sites (Europeans look online to snap up travel 
bargains, 2007) In another press release, ComScore reported only 10% of online travel 
transactions linked to search occurred immediately after the initial search; 90% occurred in 
following days. In the same report, ComScore stated search results successfully change UK 
consumers’ behaviour. For example, 25% of their survey respondents stated that they 
considered a brand initially not in their consideration set, but was presented at the top of the 
search results (Online search drove nearly 10 million UK travel purchases between December 
2005 and February 2006, 2006).
2.5.2 Purchasing Hotel Rooms Online: Academic Research 
Carroll and Siguaw (2003) stated that,
“Hotels and intermediaries can tailor sales and marketing efforts to users ’ specific 
needs or search criteria. System functionality allows users to target information 
searches, make choices, and efficiently executes transactions, whether directly or in 
concert with a hotel’s reservations centre or a travel agency’s call centre”.
Carroll and Siguaw (2003) credited Expedia and Hotels.com for giving users access to low-
price rooms, and the ability to compare properties and prices. On the other hand, they
stressed the impact of price transparency on properties. They mentioned the web function
which allows web users to sort hotels by price or by quality level, and warned that high-price
hotels may lose over competitors. Further, they stated that “frequent uncompetitiveness risks
future exclusion from equivalent quality searches or choices”. Carroll and Siguaw also
encouraged hoteliers to promote different dimensions, such as the cleanliness and
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arrangement of the rooms, lobby ambience and space, and services through web sites to avoid 
commoditization.
Jeong and Lambert (2001) reported the most important information when making lodging 
purchase decisions online were: “security of personal information”, “immediate reservation 
confirmation numbers”, “timely information”, “room rate”, and “easy to read information”. 
Their factor analysis showed five factors: “general web information quality”, “hotel facility 
information and service”, “locality”, “web design and format”, and “room information”. 
These factors accounted for 50% of the variation in the original surveyed 38 attributes. 
Moreover, they found perceived usefulness and attitude to be significant indicators to predict 
the customer’s purchase behaviour using the lodging web sites. The research of Jeong and 
Lambert included eight hypothetical web sites, which varied by the levels of information 
usefulness, ease of use, and accessibility. They asked 240 conference attendees to: answer 
the questions of information needs on the lodging web sites, navigate through one of the eight 
web sites; and complete the second part of the survey regarding attitudes toward the 
information on the web site, intention to use information, information use, recommendation, 
and personal data. However, these two researchers pointed out that the research was 
conducted in June 1998, therefore most of the subjects (191) had never made prior room 
reservations via the internet. They recommended using different groups of people and real 
lodging web sites for future research.
Built on the research from Jeong and Lambert (2001), Jeong et al. (2003) developed a basic 
framework to evaluate web site quality. The framework consisted the following criteria: 
information accuracy, completeness, relevancy, clarity, ease of use, navigation quality, 
information satisfaction, and behavioural intentions. They quoted the information
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satisfaction definition from Spreng et al. (1996) as “a subjective satisfaction judgment of the 
information used in choosing a product”. The behavioural intentions included behaviours 
such as: revisit the web site, recommend the web site to others, and bookmark the web site 
for the future use. They also conducted an online survey, reported in this study, with samples 
provided from Survey Sampling, Inc. Among the 1,743 respondents, 53.7% had no online 
hotel room reservation experiences, 29.7% had made one to two reservations, 12.4% had 
made three to five reservations, 2.6% had made 6-10 reservations, and only 1.6% had made 
11 or more reservations online. This research took place before Sep 11, 2001, when online 
travel purchases were not as common as now. The subjects were sent to one of 16 web sites 
and asked to examine the web site before answering the questionnaire. These 16 web sites 
were selected based on four segments (luxury, upscale, mid-scale, and economy) from four 
different hotel companies. In addition, half of the subjects were advised that their trip was to 
be business related, while the rest were advised to ‘take’ a leisure trip. They found web site 
quality is an important antecedent of information satisfaction, while information satisfaction 
is vital in determining the web users’ purchase-related intentions.
Chung and Law (2003) developed a conceptual framework to evaluate hotel website 
performance. Their framework was built on five dimensions, which included: facilities 
information, customer contact information, reservations information, surrounding area 
information, and management of websites. The attributes within each dimension were 
identified by hotel expert ratings. Based on the attribute ratings from experts, the researchers 
developed a checklist with weighted attributes, and measured the performance of hotel 
websites. Their primary results showed that the higher the hotel classes, the better their web 
site performances. Their ANOVA analysis confirmed significant performance differences 
among hotel categories in all dimensions. As the article is a research note, there is no
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specific information regarding the attributes. The authors recommended incorporating 
customers’ opinions into the web site evaluation process.
Powley et al. (2004) identified three factors regarding intentions to purchase travel products 
online. The first factor is the web site quality factor, which included: efficiency, web extras, 
speed and quality of design, convenience and attractiveness. The second factor was online 
purchasing motivators factor, which included personal interest, risk of mis-purchase, 
complexity of choice, and personal image. Specifically, the complexity of choice factor 
consisted of statements like “I feel a bit at a loss in choosing it”; “Choosing it is complicated”; 
and “It is a big deal if I make a mistake in choosing it.” The third factor was the travel 
information factor, which consisted of offline and online factors. Powley et al. further used 
the ordinary-least square regression analysis to investigate the impact of the individual factors 
on the likelihood of purchasing travel online. They found three significant variables, which 
were: enjoyment (p=.030), confident (p=.001), and safe (p=.046), as well as a negative 
significant variable, complexity of choice (p=.032). (Y = 2.751 + .512 Enjoyable + .586 
Confident + .407 Safe - .364 Complexity of choosing)
Powley et al. (2004) concluded from their study that price, quality, security, variety, and 
brands were the most important variables. Powley et al. suggested that travel agency web 
sites should be enjoyable, keep customers confident in their purchases, and as well provide a 
safe but not confused environment. The researchers emphasized several times in this article 
the importance of understanding customers’ online behaviour, especially for the sake of 
adopting the marketing plans and strategies to fit the new business model. However, the 
researchers did not specify how to simplify the decision process. This research was
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conducted through online e-mail questionnaires, with 184 responses out of the sample size of
1,000 American Management Association members. The research was conducted in 2001.
Kim and Kim (2004) found differences in their study between online and non-online 
purchasing customers in terms of the number of days online per week and the number of 
years online. Kim and Kim surveyed 500 hotel guests and received 262 responses. They 
found,
‘64% o f the respondents who used a browser 5 days or more per week had past 
online purchase experience, and 76% o f those who had used the Internet for more 
than 3 years also had past online purchase experience....approximately 66% o f the 
respondents who used browsers 2 days or less per week did not have any past online 
purchase experience, and 64%o o f those who had used the Internet for less than 1 year 
did not have any online purchase experience ’(Kim and Kim, 2004).
The chi-square analysis for browser use per week and internet use identified 18.29 and 
18.629 with p value as 0.000. In their study, the online customer is defined as customers who 
had purchased either airline tickets, hotels, or time-share resorts online. They used five 
factors: convenience, easy of information search, transaction, information credibility, price, 
and safety, to predict online reservation intention. Their regression results showed 49.2%
(adjusted R?) of the variance can be explained by these factors for the online group. Kim and 
Kim’s study confirmed the findings from Shim, et al. (2001) that favourable past internet 
purchasing experiences had both direct and indirect effects on internet shopping intention. 
Shim, et al (2001) found that the greater the amount of past internet purchase experience, the 
more likely a customer was to intend to search and purchase online.
Buhalis (2003) showed that 78% of heavy online travel bookers purchased overnight lodging, 
compared to 63% of light online travel bookers. For frequent leisure travellers who took
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more than five trips a year, he found that most tend to have had online access for more than 2 
years, and used the internet for at least half of their travel planning.
Law and Hsu (2005) followed up on the research done by Chung and Law (2003), and 
surveyed international travellers in the Hong Kong Airport in October 2003. The subjects 
must have visited one hotel website in the past 12 months. With the target sample size of 
2,400, the usable samples collected were 304. The results showed that travellers view 
reservation information and facility information as the most important information, which are 
similar to the findings from Chung and Law (2003). These researchers found that hotel 
managers also view facility information and reservation information as the most important 
information. Both travellers and hotel managers see contact information as the next 
important information. Law and Hsu (2005) also found that, in terms of specific attributes 
important to travellers: room rates, check rates and availability, online/real time reservations, 
telephone number, address, transportation, and up-to-date information on the site received the 
highest mean scores. The researchers also found that the degree of agreement to the 
statement that “the overall performance/quality of the included dimensions and attributes was 
important when made online purchases of hotel rooms” showed a linear relationship between 
the agreement and the hotel rating. The higher the star-rating, the more the customers agree 
with that statement. The researchers stated that the research related to the important 
dimensions and attributes identified by online hotel travellers was rare, and recommended 
further research in exploring other dimensions and attributes that determine travellers’ 
intention to purchase hotel rooms online.
Through a literature review, Wong and Law (2005) identified 9 attributes which will induce 
travellers to purchase online. These 9 attributes are: sending sensitive information, price
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information, useful information, number of hotel web features, linkage to other sites, visually 
attractive, time required to search through a hotel website, time required to fill in information 
for booking a room, and competitive price. The subjects were given a questionnaire which 
asked them to evaluate the perceived importance of price level, web security, and web 
features. Furthermore, the subjects were asked to indicate their willingness to book hotels 
online. At the end, the subjects evaluated 9 statements derived from price level, web security, 
and web features. The researchers reported from their analysis that price is the most 
important factor in the decision to book a hotel room online. About 82% of study subjects 
indicated the price level as important or very important, followed by 73% who indicated web 
security was important or very important, and 51% indicated web features as important or 
very important. Through factor analysis, Wong and Law identified three factors, which were 
information quality, time, and scale reliability. These three factors could explain 60% of the 
overall variance, both in the extraction sums of squared loadings and the rotation sums of 
squared loadings. The first factor, information quality included attributes such as number of 
hotel web features, linkage to other sites, useful information, visually attractive, and price 
information. The second factor, time, consisted of time required to fill in information to book 
a room, time required to search for a hotel website. The third factor, sensitivity content, 
included sending sensitive information and competitive price. Multiple regression analysis 
further indicated the beta values of information quality, sensitivity content, and time as 0.320, 
0.273, and 0.170 respectively. The researchers reported that although time is the new 
identified factor, it is closely related to the attribute of ‘ease to use’. The researchers stated 
that potential purchasers are reluctant to spend time finding and using the facilities of hotel 
websites. In addition, Wong and Law reported that 90% of study subjects indicated that they 
will consider booking online if there is a discount of at least 6 %. The researchers 
recommended future studies to incorporate more variables in order to understand customers’
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purchase intentions. The research subjects were departure travellers in the Hong Kong airport, 
who had used the internet before. The research was conducted in October and November, 
2001.
Beldona, et al (2005) used data from the Canadian Tourism Commission to investigate the 
specific reason causing customers to purchase from one website instead of another site. The 
respondents consisted of 1,161 Canadians and 1,145 Americans. Although 10 different 
reasons were given for the subjects to choose from, only 6 reasons were analyzed, as the 
other 3 reasons did not receive enough frequency. These 6 reasons are: ability to use 
rewards/travel points, availability, detailed information, ease of booking, familiar with 
company and low price. The researchers stated that flight and car rentals are more 
established online, therefore consumers seek more evaluative information than just prices. 
On the other hand, they observed, consumers place more importance to availability, detailed 
information, and ‘ease of use’ to services that are not yet established, such as tours, activities, 
as well as accommodation. Beldona et al. reminded readers that the research was conducted 
in 2001, when the lodging industry did not provide price transparency and effective inventory 
control information online. When purchasing accommodations online, highly skilled users 
placed more importance on detailed information, while less skilled users placed more 
importance on availability. The researchers further found that online shopping motivations of 
travel products of low and high complexity are distinctively different. Moreover, online 
shopping motivations vary depending on user skill levels, which are functions of online 
tenure, type of internet connection, and the type of applications used to navigate online. 
Beldona et al. recommended hoteliers to provide more online information, such as 
availability, distances to shopping and attractions, etc. The researchers also recommended
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further studies to include variables such as the breadth of choices, bundling, testimonials and 
recommendations.
Baloglu and Pekcan (2006) conducted a content analysis to evaluate four and five star hotels’ 
web sites in Turkey. Their criteria consisted of interactivity, navigation, and functionality. 
They found that hotels are performing relatively well in navigation, but less well in 
interactivity and functionality. They identified variety in the most common features found in 
four-star resorts, five-star resorts, and four-and five-star transient hotels. For example, four- 
star resorts provide information such as reservations by e-mail, online reservations, multi­
lingual capabilities, and phone numbers, while five-star resorts provide e-mail for requesting 
further information, background image, and flash animation. On the other hand, five-star 
transient hotels tended to provide web links, an online information request form, and tourist 
information, while four-star transient hotels were more likely to provide price information.
2.5.3 Review
The above literature review showed different focuses between the industry and the academics. 
The industry research focused more on monitoring the business volumes and consumers’ 
online behaviours. The academics tended to focus on web site design (Jeong & Lambert, 
2001), web site quality (Jeong, et al., 2003), evaluating web site performance (Chung and 
Law, 2003; Baloglu, Pekcan, 2006), intention to purchase from a web site and important 
information for making travel decisions online (Powley et al., 2004; Kim and Kim, 2004, 
Law and Hsu, 2005; Wong and Law, 2005). The academics focus on improving the web site 
design was reported motivated in order to gain business volume, efficiency, and return on 
investment.
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Referring to Figure 2.2 (page 12), the overlapping between online consumer behaviour and 
hotel research are limited to website design, website performance evaluation, intention to 
purchase from a website, and important information for making travel decision online. 
Although the internet has been credited for allowing customers to search, compare, and 
purchase online (Carroll and Siguaw, 2003), there is no known academic research 
investigating and modelling these behaviours. In fact, there is an identified gap between 
online decision making and hotel selection behaviour. Industry research has shown the 
growing trend of travellers’ searching, evaluating, and selecting hotels online. Hence, there 
is an identified research need to understand the online hotel selection behaviour.
2.6 Questions Not Addressed by Previous Studies
Engel (1995) stated that consumers must decide which choice alternatives and evaluative 
criteria to use in judging the alternatives. Based on the evaluative criteria, consumers judge 
the relative performance of the choice alternatives, and apply different decision rules to select 
an alternative. In the hotel selection situation, consumers must decide which hotels to 
evaluate, based on which criteria, and use decision rules to evaluate and select. Most 
destinations offer a collection of different hotels to satisfy travellers’ needs. The time and 
efforts required to evaluate all hotels are enormous. Therefore, it is possible that a traveller 
will not evaluate all, but only a few hotels. Recently, the consideration set and the choice set 
concepts have been used by e-commerce researchers to understand online selection behaviour. 
However, this approach has not been used by hospitality researchers. Only Morgan (1991) 
and Oomi (2003) have investigated the evoked set and the consideration set in the hotel 
selection situation. Morgan (1991) did not measure the components or the formation of the 
evoked set. Oomi (2003) found the consideration set sizes for online accommodation, but did
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not further investigate the choice set. As shown in Figure 2.2 (page 12), there is a need to 
understand hotel selection behaviour under the framework of the consideration set and the 
choice set. Heuristics, or decision rules, related research have not been found in hotel 
selection literature. On the other hand, many research attempted to identify the attributes 
consumers considered during the purchase process, they failed, it is believed, in several ways. 
This section identified issues not addressed by previous researchers but must be answered in 
order to answer the hotel selection question.
First, Myers and Alpert (1968) stressed the limitation resulting from human brain capacity. 
Belonax and Mittelstaedt (1978) stated that people will either reduce the number of brands or 
the number of choice criteria to simplify the decision making process. Since the reduction of 
the number of choice criteria may reduce decision quality, consumers tend to reduce the 
choice alternatives. Therefore, given a large collection of hotels available in a destination, a 
traveller will not evaluate all hotels. Those hotels a traveller would consider are in the 
consideration set. From the consideration set, this traveller may further narrow down the 
choices, form a choice set, and make the final selection from the choice set. It is also 
possible that the consideration set is small, and the traveller will not form a choice set, but 
make a final selection from the consideration set. However, there is no known study 
addressing this issue. On the other hand, previous hotel attribute studies ignore the brain 
limitation, and asked subjects to evaluate large number of attributes, such as 166 attributes 
(Callan, 1997), and identified 77 of them as important. Table 2.8 (page 106) lists the number 
of attributes used in various studies. Lewis (1984 a) quoted Aleden, Beggs, and Ho (1981) 
that people may “conceive o f objects more as organized, holistic concepts based on one or 
few highly perceptible cues, rather than as collections o f numerous, separable qualities or 
attributes (Lewis, 1984 a, p. 57)”. Furthermore, Callan and Bowman (2000) quoted research
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from Moser and Kalton (1986) and acknowledged that a long attribute list will produce 
subject fatigue, leading to a lower response rate and bias. Although previous studies may 
have identified important attributes, how these attributes are actually used in the hotel 
selection process, given the limitation of brain capacity, is still unknown.
Table 2.8
Inventory of Attributes Development Process, the Number of Attributes, and Scale of
Measurement
Study Attributes were developed through # o f
attributes
Scale
Lewis, 
1984 a
Literature review, personal interviews with 
travellers and hotel practitioners, and edited by 
adding some attributes from the researchers.
66 Interval, 1-5
Anath, et 
al., 1992
Literature review and an expert panel 57 1-5, not 
important to 
very important
Weaver & 
Oh, 1993
Literature review and business traveller 
interviews
56 1-5, very 
unimportant to 
very important
McCleary, 
et al, 1994
Literature review 53 1-5, very 
unimportant to 
very important
Callan,
1997
Literature review, hotel manager interviews, 
and consumer focus group interviews
166 1-7, little 
important to 
extremely 
important
Callan & 
Bowman, 
2000
Literature review 38 1-7, extremely 
unimportant 
and extremely 
important
Second, previous research did not consider the purchase stage and differentiate determinant 
attributes in different purchase stage. The differentiation of the consideration set and the 
choice set from Wright and Barbour (1977) indicates the decision process is a multi-phased 
process. Alpert (1980) stated that features not determinant in one stage may become 
determinance in the other stage. Therefore, not only the determinant attributes need to be 
identified, but they should be considered under the contexts of purchase stages. Further 
complicating this issue is the heuristics used in the decision process. When applying
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compensatory heuristics, the weak attributes of an alternative can be compensated by the 
stronger attributes. In contrast, non-compensatory heuristics do not take into consideration 
the complementarities among attributes within an alternative. Previous hospitality studies did 
not identify the heuristics used in the hotel selection process.
Third, the researchers neglected the fact that experience attributes and credence attributes 
cannot be evaluated prior to purchase. Table 2.6 (page 50) listed known attributes by search, 
experience or credence. Experience attributes and credence attributes such as cleanliness, 
safety and security, good reputation can only be evaluated after the traveller checks in, 
therefore their roles in hotel selection process for first time stays are questionable. When 
attributes are classified into search, experience, and credence, as shown in Table 2.6, this 
author questions the effort a potential customer will make during the decision making process. 
Moreover, customers may now be able to verify these attributes thorough pictures or videos 
available on the internet before purchase. Related to this change is the availability and 
quality of online multimedia presentations. Travel review web sites also provide travellers 
opportunity to share experiences. Previous hospitality research has not identified if attributes 
are search, credence or experience attributes; nor whether these have been affected by the use 
on the internet for making hotel reservations.
Fourth, more and more travellers plan and purchase travel products online, therefore, the 
author considered this research needed to be conducted in the online environment. Previous 
researchers were interested in web site design, performance, and factors inducing travellers to 
purchase online (Jeong and Lambert, 2001; Jeong et al, 2003; Chung and Law, 2003; Powley, 
et al. 2004; Law and Hsu, 2005; Wong and Law, 2005, Beldona, et al., 2005; Baloglu and
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Pekcan, 2006). Carroll and Siguaw (2003) credited Expedia and Hotels.com for giving users 
access to low-price rooms, and the ability to compare properties and prices. Powley et al. 
(2004) advocated the importance of understanding customers’ online behaviour to meet the 
challenge of the new business environment. Previous research focused on web site design 
and functionality, but did not address the consumer selection process.
Fifth, a potential implication of this is that the consumer decision-making process or heuristic 
may be modified, or ‘framed’ by the design of the website itself. Most hotel and travel 
agency web sites offer information such as facilities, location, prices, as well as pictures of 
the hotel, rooms, and facilities. Some web sites such as Marriott.com give online users the 
abilities to specify attributes and present only hotels with the specified attributed. In this case, 
the use of criteria setup can be treated as the execution of conjunctive heuristics. 
Furthermore, if there is more than one hotel meeting the criteria, then the customer can either 
go back to change their criteria or make the purchase decision based on the returned results. 
Chen and Jones (2006) identified that web sites such as Hotels.com and Opodo.com offered a 
comparison function, that allows consumers to compare several hotels on the same screen. 
By showing the availability and descriptions of attributes by hotels, the comparison function 
may facilitate a traveller’s decision making. Yet again, the impact of the availability of 
attribute sorting and comparison functions has not been addressed by researchers.
Sixth, previous research in other industries has attempted to prove the existence of the 
consideration set and the choice set, but not the formation process of the consideration set and 
the choice set. However, except for experiments conducted by Hulland (1992) and Oomi 
(2003), all other known research used questionnaire or interviews to investigate the 
consideration set and the choice set. Subjects in these studies either recalled or identified the
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consideration set and choice set. In the travel and hospitality research field, Oomi (2003) 
asked subjects to conduct two tasks and listed their consideration set sizes. The research 
focus was not related to the modelling of the consideration set. These researchers were not 
able to observe the formation process of the consideration set and the choice set. However, 
with the information and functions provided by hotels’ and travel agencies’ web sites, the 
author believes the formation of the consideration set, the choice set, and attributes used can 
be observed.
2.7 Review
The purpose of this study is to understand how leisure travellers search, compare, and select a 
hotel to stay in from hotels listed on a travel web site. This literature review has considered 
three main streams of research relating to consumer behaviour -  the decision-making process 
or heuristic, and in particular the formulation of consideration and choice sets; product and 
service attributes that influence purchase; and the role of the internet in the consumer 
selection process. The review has critiqued these literatures in the context of general 
business, but in particular with regards to the hotel business. As Figure 2.2 (page 12) 
illustrates, this is the first study that seeks to investigate these three overlapping fields of 
enquiry in the hotel context. Moreover, the review has identified issues and concerns about 
previous hotel selection research in each of these fields of enquiry. In some cases it has 
identified erroneous assumptions and in others a lack of previous research. These issues and 
concerns have been specifically identified in the previous section (section 2.6). In the next 
chapter a research design is developed and proposed aimed at addressing the concerns and 
filling these gaps.
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Chapter 3 Research Philosophy, Design, and Methodologies
This chapter starts with the researcher’s research philosophy. Based on the Literature Review, 
the research aim and research propositions are then developed. This followed by a review of 
research methodology to explain the research design. Finally the three-step research design, 
sample, proposed data analysis, and findings from three pilot studies are presented.
3.1 Research Philosophy
The underlying research philosophy of this research has been influenced by Stanovich, 
Popper, Ariely, Levitt and Dubner. Stanovich (2004) argues that four important features of 
science are (1) the use of systematic empiricism, (2) the production of public knowledge, (3) 
the examination of solvable problems, and (4) the concept of falsifiability. As Popper states 
(n.d.) ‘good tests kill flawed theories; we remain alive to guess again’. Ariely (2008) 
demonstrates the art and science of marketing and economic experiments. He uses simple 
but rigorous experiments to test well known theories, such as the prospect theory and choice 
decisions; and uses the experiment findings to explain human behaviours. His creativity in 
designing experiments to test theories is impressive. His experiments break the stereotypes 
of rigorous science as they must be conducted in a research lab, and are not generally relevant 
to the real world. Levitt and Dubner (2006) also demonstrated creativity in testing theories 
while shortening the differences between scientists’ interests and general public’s interests.
3.2 Research Propositions
In the last chapter six issues concerning the hotel selection process have been identified. 
They are (1) the limitation set by brain capacity; (2) the ignorance of the purchase stages and 
the determinance attributes of each stage; (3) failure to differentiate experience and credence
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 111
attributes from search attributes; (4) failure to consider that the internet may convert some 
experience attributes to search attributes; (5) how website functions can influence customer 
behaviour; and (6) using different research methods, such as observations, to examine the 
formation process of the consideration set and the choice set.
The purpose of this study is to understand the online hotel selection process. It aims to
(1) Identify through observation the stages in the selection process,
(2) Identify through observation the attributes used at each stage in the selection process,
(3) Identify through observation the heuristics used at each stage in the selection process,
(4) Compare the results of the observational study with a conjoint analysis study of hotel 
attributes.
As an exploratory research study, the following research propositions have been formed. 
Given the limitation of brain capacity, and based on previous literature that the decision 
making is a multi-stages process, two research propositions have been developed.
Proposition 1: A traveller will form a consideration set in the hotel selection process. 
Proposition 2: A traveller will form a choice set in the hotel selection process. The choice set 
will be a sub group of the consideration set.
Previous studies did not measure the components of the consideration set and the choice set. 
This research intends to use observation data to identify the hotels considered in the decision 
process. From the observation data, the propositions will be supported or rejected.
Previous studies failed to consider attributes under the multi-phased decision process and 
failed to differentiate experience and credence attributes from search attributes. Hence a third 
proposition will be tested.
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Proposition 3: The attributes used in forming the consideration set are different from the 
attributes used in the choice set.
The observed attributes can be identified through the context of the decision stages; be 
classified as search, experience, and credence; and be examined as web attributes or hotel 
attributes. The results can then be examined to support or reject the proposition.
Previous studies failed to examine the role of heuristics in a hotel selection process. 
Proposition 4: The heuristics used in forming the consideration set are different from the 
heuristics used in the choice set.
This proposition intends to identify heuristics through observation data, and either support or 
reject the proposition.
Previous consideration set and choice set studies and hotel attributes studies used 
questionnaire to collect data. This study will use observations to examine the formation and 
components of the consideration set and the choice set. Previous conjoint analysis studies 
identified relative importance of a few key attributes, but did not examine the actual usage of 
these key attributes. This research intends to compare the findings between the observations 
and the conjoint analysis
Proposition 5: Findings of the attributes used from the observation studies will be compared 
with the findings from the conjoint analysis studies. It is expected that the findings are going 
to be different between two methods.
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Figure 3.1 is the conceptual map of key constructs.
Figure 3.1: Conceptual Map of Key Constructs
Selection
Heuristics UsedHeuristics Used
Attributes UsedAttributes Used
Choice SetConsiderationSet
All
Available
Hotels
3.3 Research Methods and Methodology
To identify the research method which can best address the research propositions, a review of 
research methods had been conducted. Based on Churchill et al. (2002), there are three types 
of research designs: exploratory research, descriptive research, and causal research. An 
exploratory research is used to formulate problems more precisely, develop hypothesis, and 
eliminate impractical ideas. A descriptive research is used to describe characteristics of 
certain groups, and make predictions. A causal research is used to provide evidence 
regarding the causal relationship between variables (Churchill, et al., 2002). This research 
should be classified as an exploratory research using observations.
Lynn and Lynn (2003) and Mattila (2004) encouraged the adoption of experiments as 
research method in marketing research. Lynn and Lynn (2003) stressed the advantages of 
experiments in predicting consumer behaviours, and emphasized choice modelling be 
considered if experiments are not possible or too expensive. Lynn and Lynn did not specify
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their definition of choice models, which can mean as specific as a conjoint analysis model, or 
general modelling of decision making process (Ben-Akiva, et al, 1999). Therefore, this 
author adopted the broader definition of the choice model as used in Ben-Akiva et al. (1999). 
Mattila (2004) stated that consumer researchers, with the advancement of technology, are in 
better positions to conduct studies that 'deal with real world issues while maintaining 
experimental control \
Parasuraman et al. (2004) cautioned readers to consider versatility, time and cost, data 
accuracy, and respondence convenience before making the decision to select either survey or 
observations. Observation studies are not suitable to generate data that is not observable, 
such as perceptions, motives, attitudes, or other inner feelings of people. Observation studies 
are limited by the fact that the observers must wait until the behaviour to happen. However, 
observations can provide more accurate data (Parasuraman, et al., 2004; Suen & Ary, 1989), 
and may be more convenient for respondents, as well as minimize the need to acquire 
respondents’ support.
Observations can be classified as structured or non-structured, natural or contrived, disguised 
or nondisguised, direct or indirect, and human or mechanical observations (Parasuraman, et 
al., 2004; Churchill & Iacobucci, 2002). Suen and Ary (1989) further classified observations 
into quantitative and qualitative observations. Suen and Ary stated quantitative observations 
conceptually convert a phenomenon into a number of measurable and observable behavioural 
variables; have the advantages of objectivity and replicability, the disadvantage of over 
simplification. Qualitative observations can be participative or non-participative, require 
researchers to observe over an extended period of time, and record everything. The 
advantages of qualitative observations are the ability to provide in-depth understanding of the
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phenomenon, and generate grounded theories. The disadvantages of qualitative observations 
are the requirement of highly qualified observers, time commitments, huge amount of written 
records, observers’ bias, recording bias caused by observers’ ignorance, and observers’ 
personal emotional involvement
One approach to observing and understanding travellers’ online hotel selection process would 
be to observe without their knowledge their behaviour in a naturalistic setting. This is highly 
impractical for a number of reasons related to identifying such a setting, the time it would 
take and ethical considerations. Therefore, it was decided to use an undisguised observation 
setting, instead of a disguised setting.
Another approach would be to request subjects to record all travel and hotel related websites 
and web pages visited. The challenge of this research design is finding subjects willing to 
undertake this exercise and the likelihood of them accurately and assiduously recording their 
behaviour. It also risks not collecting comparable data from which to draw conclusions. It 
was therefore decided to use a contrived observation setting, instead of a natural observation 
setting. In other words, the observations will take place in a selected location, instead of 
asking subjects to record travel and hotel related websites on their own.
Observation can also be classified as structured and unstructured. The structured observation 
specifies what was to be observed and the specific categories and units to record the 
observations. The unstructured observation does not specify what was to be observed, not the 
specific categories and units. The structured observation is more suitable for descriptive and 
causal studies, while the unstructured observation is more useful in exploratory studies. As a
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comprehensive record of the decision making process is needed for this study, an 
unstructured observation method is to be adopted.
In summary, this study was conducted in a non-disguised setting, with direct observation of 
respondents engaged in an unstructured task in a contrived setting. It is designed to produce 
largely quantitative outcomes (size of consideration and choice sets, number and type of 
attributes used), although some qualitative data on heuristics is anticipated.
In addition to the observation study, a conjoint analysis will be given to the subjects. 
Conjoint analysis is designed to facilitate the understanding of relative importance of 
attributes used in hotel selection process. This will enable the results from observations to be 
compared with the conjoint analysis undertaken by the same subjects. Although previous 
researchers have identified the relative importance of some attributes as shown in Table 2.6 
(page 50), they did not consider the limitations of brain capacity. In other words, the 
possibility of a decision maker to use all important attributes in the decision making process 
is rare. Conjoint analysis may shed light on this question.
3.3.1 Introduction and Comparison of Various Conjoint Analysis Procedures 
Conjoint analysis has been popular among marketing researchers to investigate consumer 
trade-off decision making. Myers and Alpert (1977) commented that, conjoint analysis 
“shows potential promise to reveal not only relative determinance of attributes in general, but 
also the utility of specified levels of each attribute.” Alpert (1980) further proposed different 
techniques, such as observation, direct and indirect questioning, experiments, covariate 
methods, and conjoint measurement to research determinance. Jeidi, Kohli, and Desarbo
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(1996) demonstrated the predictive performance of the conjoint analysis could be improved 
by incorporating the consideration set.
Lewis (1983) explained that people make trade-off decisions in choosing between brands on 
their perceptions of each of the choices along a set of product attributes. Utility can be seen 
as the value consumers assign to an attribute. Therefore, the utility of an attribute equals to 
the relative ‘worth’ of the attribute. The following paragraph was quoted from Green, et al. 
(2001):
Conjoint analysis is marketers’ favourite methodology for finding out how buyers 
make trade-offs among competing products and suppliers. Conjoint analysts develop 
and present descriptions o f alternative products or services that are prepared from 
fractional factorial, experimental designs. They use various models to infer buyers ’ 
part-worths for attribute levels, and enter the part-worths into buyer-choice 
simulators to predict how buyers will choose among products and services (Green, et 
al, 2001, p. 56).
Claxton (1994) identified five steps in conducting a conjoint analysis, which were: attribute 
identification, attribute level identification, data-collection design, data-collection process, 
and parameter estimation.
Attributes can be identified through focus groups, in-depth interviews, contextual engineering, 
internal corporate expertise, and lead-user analyses (Claxton, 1994; Green, et al, 2001, 
Hauser and Rao, 2002). Claxton (1994) warned researchers that this phase should be given 
more emphasis than the technical aspects of conjoint analysis. Churchill and Iacobucci (2002) 
emphasized that attributes should be actionable and important to individuals, while keeping 
the total number of attributes to six or seven.
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When setting up attribute levels, one needs to consider the actual choice situation, and make 
levels more precise and concrete. For example, in term of hotel prices, the levels of ‘$ 50, $ 
150, and $250’ are better than the levels of ‘cheap, moderate, and expensive’. Churchill and 
Iacobucci (2002) cited using levels that are similar to those in reality will increase the 
believability in subjects. In addition, the set up of attributes will have impacts on the analysis. 
For example, under the attribute of ‘facility’, if one sets up different venues as ‘swimming 
pool’, ‘golf course’, ‘restaurant’, then the conjoint analysis can calculate the individual utility 
of ‘swimming pool’, ‘golf course’, and ‘restaurant’, but not the utilities of ‘swimming pool 
and golf course’, or ‘swimming pool and restaurant’ (www.Sawtoothsoftware.com, 2006). 
Huber (1997) emphasized the differences between categorized attributes and numerical 
attributes. He said, “ numerical attributes about which it is easier to characterize the 
difference, such as price, size, rating, will have greater weight in pair tasks than categorical 
attributes such as brand name, product family or country o f manufactured The conjoint 
analysis will treat attributes with more levels with higher weights. Therefore, the levels 
among attributes should be within the same range, such as three to five levels.
Researchers categorized conjoint analysis based on different data collection procedures. 
Green et al. (2001) labelled conjoint analysis into four methods: full profile, self-explication, 
hybrid conjoint model, and adaptive conjoint (Green, et al., 2001). However, in their article, 
adaptive conjoint analysis was classified as a hybrid model in some paragraphs. They also 
credited choice-based conjoint model as a major development in the 1980s. Huber (1997) 
examined four conjoint analysis models: self-explicated, graded pair comparisons, full profile 
ratings and choice. Hauser and Rao (2002) reviewed: full profile, partial profile, stated 
preference, self-explicated, and configurators, and counted any methods with more than one 
conjoint model as hybrid. In the hospitality area, Ding, et al (1991) explained: pairwise
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trade-off, full profile, hybrid conjoint model and multinominal logit or choice based conjoint 
methods.
Self-explicated preference-data collection involves two steps. First, the subject will rate the 
desirability of each set of attribute levels on a 0-100 scale. Second, the subject will rate the 
importance of attributes based on point allocation, or on a 0-100 scale. The value of an 
alternative is the sum of weighted value of all attribute levels. Huber (1997) commented that 
self-explicated models work best when there are: many attributes associated with the choice, 
where the expectations about levels and associations among attributes are stable, or when 
actions depends on attitude instead of the context of competitive offerings.
The adaptive conjoint analysis asks subjects to conduct a self-explication task first, followed 
by evaluating a set of partial profile description, two at a time. Each set consists of two or 
three attributes. Sawtooth Software has developed an adaptive conjoint analysis package, 
which can be tailored partial profile descriptions based on each subject’s previous choices or 
answers (Sawtoothsoftware.com, 2006; Orme, 2003). Orme (2003) credited adaptive 
conjoint analysis for its ability to measure more attributes than traditional fUll-profile conjoint, 
as well as the ability to stabilize estimates of respondent’s preferences based on smaller 
sample sizes than other methods. Orme stated the self-explicated section, the adaptive nature, 
and the rating based conjoint tradeoffs are the reasons which contribute to the stabilization of 
estimation. Huber (1997) commented that the adaptive conjoint analysis or graded pair 
comparison should work in a market where alternatives are explicitly compared with one 
another, with attributes of linear levels, and when consumers draw information from a large 
group of attributes.
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The full profile conjoint analysis asks respondents to sort a complete set of alternatives, and 
rate each on either an attractiveness rating or a likelihood-of purchase scale. Orme (2003) 
stated the number of attributes in a full-profile conjoint analysis should depend on the 
subjects’ familiarity of attributes, and the attribute descriptions. Generally, the number of 
attributes in a full-profile conjoint analysis is around six. However, Huber (1997) said, 
“There is no logical reason why ratings-based conjoint should limit attention to a small 
number o f attributes, but that is what happened (Huber, 1997, p. 7)”. He further stated that 
subjects will evaluate only two or three attributes, and treat other attributes indifferently. 
Huber (1997) also credited the full-profile conjoint analysis for the ability to break down the 
association of attributes, but cautioned subjects tend to weight negative levels of attributes 
more in a full-profile conjoint than in an adaptive conjoint analysis. Huber also 
recommended that the full-profile conjoint analysis should be used when the decision focus 
in within alternatives, and when the number of attributes is small with greater weight being 
put on the most negative levels.
Churchill and Iacobucci (2002) commented that the pair-wise method is easier for the 
subjects, but demands more judgments, and may risk a loss in realism. The subjects, they 
reported, compare two attributes at the time, and may infer some assumptions for other 
attributes to reach a decision. Wong and Lam (2001) compared the prediction power of self­
explication and full profile, and found full profile is more effective in predicting choices.
Huber (1997) compared the adaptive conjoint analysis with the full profile conjoint analysis, 
and stated that adaptive conjoint analysis emphasizes the differences between attributes, 
while the full profile conjoint analysis emphasizes the acceptability of alternatives. He went
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on to suggest that the adaptive conjoint analysis will work better with quantitative attributes, 
while the full profile conjoint analysis will work better with the qualitative attributes.
The choice-based model shows subjects a set of products on the screen and asks subjects to 
indicate which one they will buy. The choice-based model can be viewed as the combination 
of the adaptive choice joint and full profile conjoint. Huber (1997) critiqued the choice-based 
model and stated that it “shifts attention away from assessing how much better one 
alternative is compared to another and towards processes that lead one to be reasonably 
confident that the one chosen is best (Huber, 1997, p. 8)”. He went on to suggest that due to 
this, the choice-based model encouraged even more simplification, and resulted in not 
reliable results. He quoted research from Huber et al. (1993) that “In choice experiments 
where one choice set has been repeated, the same alternative (5 attributes, 4 alternatives) is 
chosen only 70% to 80% of the time (Huber, 1997, p. 8)”.
Huber (1997) also stated that attributes whose impacts are immediate and concrete tend to 
weigh more than attributes whose impacts are distant or abstract. In addition, similar but 
even more profound, to the full-profile conjoint method, negative levels of attributes tend to 
be emphasized more. As a result, Huber stated that choice-based conjoint should be used 
when:
1. Simulating immediate response to competitive offering, especially brand and price 
studies.
2. Decisions are made on the basis o f relatively few, well-known attributes with 
substantial aversion to the worst levels o f each attribute.
3. Consumers make these decisions on the basis o f competitive differences among 
attributes given. (Huber, 1997, p. 9)
Jaccard, Brinberg, and Ackerman (1986) compared 6 methods of measuring attribute 
importance and found low levels of convergence among these measures. They caution the use
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of any findings made from a single measure, as another measure can generate dissimilar 
results.
In summary, various conjoint analysis methods have been reviewed. For the purposes of this 
study, full profile conjoint analysis has been selected in order to evaluate the relative 
importance of selected key attributes. The attributes to be used in the conjoint analysis will 
be justified in later paragraphs.
3.4 Research Design
The research design consists of an online hotel selection task followed by a questionnaire 
survey, and the follow-up application of a full profile conjoint analysis. Figure 3.1 (page 113) 
shows the conceptual map of key constructs used in this study. Figure 3.2 shows the 
flowchart of the data collection process.
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Figure 3.2 
Data Collection Process
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Answer Questionnaire
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3.4.1 Operational Definitions
When Howard and Sheth (1969) introduced the evoked set concept, they stated that the 
evoked set is consisted by a small number of brands out of all available brands in the market. 
Wright and Barbour (1977) later proposed the consideration set and the choice set concept to 
emphasize that treating multi-stage decision process as a combination of several separate, 
independent, single phase decision processes may neglect the dynamics of prior decisions 
have upon the later purchase decisions. When Wright and Barbour (1977) introduced the 
consideration set and the choice set concepts, their consideration set was given alternatives 
which passed the first screening, and their choice set were alternatives the subjects 
investigated. The evoked set, the consideration set and the choice set have been research 
topics for many researchers (Campbell, 1969; Narayana and Markin, 1975; Prasad, 1975; 
Belonax and Mittelestaedt, 1978; Reilly and Parkinson, 1985; Silk and Urban, 1978, Jarvix 
and Wilcox, 1983; Brown and Wildt, 1987; Gronhaug, 1973-74; Hauser, Roberts, and Urban, 
1983; Brand and Cronin, 1997; Huffman and Kahn, 1998; Haubl and Trifts, 2000; Bucklin, et 
al, 2002; Oomi, 2003; Kamis and Stohr, 2003; Ho and Tam, 2005; Kamis and Stohr, 2006; 
Punj and Moore, 2007; Xiao and Benbasat, 2007), and have been operated under different 
definitions and research methods. In reference to Table 2.1 (page 32) and Table 2.4 (page 33); 
the author analyzed literature addressing the evoked set, the consideration set and choice set, 
and found the first challenge was to define clearly the considerations set and the choice set.
The author compared these diverse definitions, referred to the original study made by Wright 
and Barbour (1977), and decided define the consideration set, as “the first set o f alternatives 
after the subject had executed the first decision aid to reduce the number o f alternatives ”, 
while the choice set as “the alternatives that the subject has clicked on to get more 
information”. The decision aid refers to any attributes offered by the website to facilitate
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subjects’ decision making. The author’s consideration set definition is similar to the 
definition from Kamirs and Stohr (2003), as well as Punji and Moore (2007), but further 
defined the consideration set suggesting it should be a smaller set than the original set. The 
author added the restriction that “the consideration set should be a smaller set than the 
original set” for the reason that both Howard and Sheth (1969) and Wright and Barbour 
(1977) stated that the evoked set and the consideration set are smaller than the all available 
alternatives. However, some decision aids, such as sorting by price or sorting by name, 
available at online travel agencies (OTA) websites, cannot reduce the number of alternatives. 
Therefore, simply executing the decision aids, such as sorting by price, cannot form the 
consideration set. The author only recognized the consideration set if the set is smaller than 
the original set. This author further defined the choice set as “the alternatives that the 
subject has clicked on to get more information”. The reason behind this decision is that to 
better ensure the reliability and objectivity of study findings, the recognition of the choice set 
must be an observable action, such as a recorded click.
Furthermore, the author defined alternative heuristics as follows. The elimination-by-aspects 
heuristic is identified when the subject used only one attribute as a threshold. In other words, 
the subject only requests hotels meeting the specific attribute criterion. It is noted that both 
elimination-by-aspects and lexicographic consider one attribute at a time, but differ in the 
sequence of attribute considered. While elimination-by-aspects consider attributes at a 
random sequence, lexicographic considers attributes in the sequence of importance. The 
author was not sure if the study subjects considered attributes in the sequence of importance. 
Therefore, when the subject used only one attribute as a threshold, the author will recognize it 
as the elimination-by-aspects heuristic, instead of the lexicographic heuristics.
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The conjunctive heuristic is recognized when the subject requests only hotels meeting the 
specific attribute criteria. Both elimination-by-aspects and conjunctive set the cut-off point, 
and only hotels meeting the standard can enter the consideration set. However, elimination- 
by-aspects only considers one attribute at a time, while conjunctive considers more than one 
attribute at a time.
The disjunctive heuristic is recognized when the subject requests hotels meeting any one of 
the criteria. Both conjunctive and disjunctive consider more than one criterion. However, the 
conjunctive considers hotels meeting all criteria, while disjunctive considers hotels meeting 
any one of the criteria.
3.4.2 The Hotel Selection Task Observation and Justifications
The subjects will use www.sidestep.com to choose a Las Vegas hotel to stay. The 
conditional variables are the travel date, the number of travellers, the travel budget, and the 
web site to be used. The justifications for the web site and destination chosen are below.
Web Site Selection: For the experimental design there were two alternatives: build a new web 
site for the purposes of the research or use an existing commercial web site. The concerns 
over using commercial web sites are that the subjects will be constrained by the web site 
design, and modify their own criteria in order to accomplish the task of hotel selection. On 
the other hand, the cost of building and hosting a new web site are enormous given the 
requirements for creating a realistic data base to support its use.
Researchers from other disciplines have studied a decision maker’s online decision process 
by either constructing websites (Niemann, et al., 2008; Kamis, et al., 2008) or using 
commercial websites (Kira, et al., 2009; Huang, et al., 2009). Researchers have used
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commercial websites to investigate the pricing and distribution strategies adopted by hotel 
companies (Gazzoli, et al., 2008; Law, et al., 2007; O’Connor, 2003, Jiang, 2007; Schultz, 
2008); to evaluate the word-of-mouth effect caused by blogs or review websites (Dwivedi, et 
al., 2007), and query used in finding accommodations (Pan, et al., 2007).
To construct a experimental website for this study, this author would have needed a database 
of hotels with various combinations of attributes, and provide decision aids to facilitate the 
decision making process. In other words, even if this author constructed a website, this 
website would have been constrained under this author’s assumptions of how a website 
should be built. This author suggests that whether a commercial website or a self-constructed 
website will not be free from bias. Furthermore, these biases are not only presented by 
websites. Traditional media, such as a brochure, also embeds bias created by the travel 
suppliers. Travel brochures present the best side of travel products or the most important 
information identified by travel suppliers. Therefore, it is more important to be aware of the 
possible bias than attempting to eliminate the possible bias caused by commercial website or 
travel brochures.
Keefe (2005) stated that according to the research done by Travel Industry Association of 
America (TIA), nine out of 10 online travel planners used the Internet to plan a personal trip 
last year. In addition, online travel agencies’ sites, such as Expedia and Travelocity, are the 
most popular types of web sites used for travel planning (67%). Comscore (2006) reported 
that 46% of people started their search for travel services from travel agencies’ web sites, 
followed by 24% that started with suppliers’ web sites, and 9% with a meta-search web site. 
EMarketer (2008) quoted research from Universal McCann that among active adult internet 
users 61.9 % have researched holidays/destinations, and 56.9% researched travel. Another
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research published by eMarketer (2008) stated that 46.5% of US leisure travellers have used 
the internet to select a hotel or place to stay, and 43.2% have booked a hotel or lodging online, 
which are higher than other travel products. To select a hotel to stay, a traveller can do it 
himself, or delegate it to travel agents. These two eMarketer’s research results showed that 
many travellers are comfortable in using the internet to search and select travel and hotels, 
and are willing to do it by themselves rather than delegating the task to travel agents. The 
fact that travellers are using commercial websites to search, select, and purchase hotels 
implies that these websites must facilitate travellers’ decision making. Therefore, even 
though travellers are under the influences of websites, travellers are willing to use 
commercial websites.
In the research conducted by the Chen and Jones (2006, appendix E), 20 hotels’ and travel 
agencies’ web sites had been examined. The purpose of that study was to examine and 
compare commercial websites, and identify a potential website for this research. These 20 
websites all offer hotel reservation services, but differ in layout and some functions. In that 
research, five web sites - Hilton, Marriott, Sidestep.com, Hotels.com, and Opodo.com, were 
identified that offered the comparison function. The comparison function facilitates decision 
making by putting the selected hotels side by side, attribute by attribute, on the same screen. 
A decision was made in this study design to eliminate both Hilton and Marriott from the 
consideration of possible website used in this study due to the limited inventory of these 
branded hotels in the destination selected for the experiment. Furthermore, Opodo.com was 
eliminated due to the restriction of this tool to compare only 3 hotels at the same time. The 
attributes offered by both Hotels.com and Sidestep.com are listed in Table 3.1. Since the 
number of searchable attributes available on Hotels.com is less than Sidestep.com, the risk 
may be that the hotels selected by study subjects for comparison will all share the same
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attributes. That may cause a subject to choose based on price, customer review, and brand 
name, the only three attributes which differentiate hotels. Sidestep.com, in comparison, 
offers a more comprehensive list of attributes, which may likely reduce the risk of all hotels 
sharing the same attributes. The author decided to use Sidestep.com in this study design 
because of its new application of SmartSort (Figure 3.3). SmartSort allows users to specify 
the price range, star ratings, and amenities, which should enhance decision making. This 
advantage outweighs any disadvantages.
Table 3.1
Attributes Available on Hotels.com and Sidestep.com
Attributes
available
Name Location Address Pictures Price Business
Center
Star
Rating
Guest
Rating
Hotels Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Sidestep Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Attributes
available
Fitness
Centre
Internet
Access
Kitchen Pets
Allowed
Pool Restaurant
on-site
Photos Virtual
Tours
Hotels Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Sidestep Y Y Y Y Y Y
Attributes
available
Best
Price
Found
Distance Room
Service
Concierge Meeting
Banquet
Space
Complimentary
Continental
Breakfast
Handicapped
Access
Other
Hotels
Sidestep Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Las Vegas: Las Vegas was chosen as the destination for 
the online experiment for several reasons. First, Las 
Vegas has a large property inventory, which consists of 
133,186 hotel/motel rooms (Top 25 frequently asked 
questions, 2006). With the large hotel inventory, the 
property variety is spread over a wider range. The 
process to select a hotel may take longer, which in turn 
may provide more insights to the research. Second,
Figure 3.3 
Screenshot of Smartsort function 
provided by Sidestep.com
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although most American hotel chains are present in Las Vegas, they are competing with 
casino properties. Morgan (1991) concluded that travellers have a stronger memory for 
those lodging chains for which they had stayed before and had seen advertising. This unique 
market situation in Las Vegas may prevent subjects from selecting hotels they had stayed 
before or they are loyal to. Buhalis (2003) stated that travel behaviours are different among 
experienced and inexperienced travellers. Moreover, destination-knowledgeable and 
destination-naive have different information and service needs. Originally, the author wanted 
to exclude subjects who have been to Las Vegas before. However, during the pilot studies, 
three subjects who have been to Las Vegas before all stated that they did not have any 
preferences for Las Vegas hotels. Furthermore, many new hotels and casinos had opened 
since their last visits. Therefore, the author decided to include subjects with previous Las 
Vegas experiences as long as they do not have any preferences for any specific hotels.
Travel Date: High seasons and holidays reduce the availability of online room inventory. 
The hotel occupancies over weekends are higher than weekdays in Las Vegas (2005 Las 
Vegas year-to-date executive summary, 2006). Another constraint is that hotel rooms are 
available for reservations for only the next 364 days. Taking into consideration that the 
research will take place between July 2007 and February 2008, given the above conditions, 
the travel date is set as from Monday, December 3 to Friday, December 7, 2007. Depending 
on the timing of actual data collection, the travel date may change.
Travel Budget: According to GLS Research (2006), visitors spent an average 3.5 nights in 
Las Vegas, with the mean of lodging expenditure at USD $ 99.51 per night. According to 
Las Vegas Convention and Visitor Authority, the average daily room rate for December 2006 
was USD $ 107.51. To avoid, to the degree possible, study subjects making decisions based
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 131
only on prices, while providing a more realistic setting, a travel budget of USD $ 1,000 was 
given. The subjects could have, theoretically, spend up to USD $ 250 per night, which gives 
subjects more properties to choose from. The subjects were given an instruction that he/she 
will travel with a partner to Las Vegas for 4 nights, from December 3 to 7, 2007. The air 
tickets have been paid. They have a budget of USD 1,000 to pay for their accommodation. 
Whatever is left from the USD $1,000 can be used for food and other expenses. However, 
they will be informed that they have another budget, amount not specified, to cover food and 
other expenses.
3.4.3 Equipment
The Equipment or hardware used in this research included a computer and a movable hard 
drive to store the data. The computer had internet access for subjects to conduct the 
experiments. In addition, Destktop Screen Recorder was installed in the computer to record 
the hotel selection process.
3.4.4 The Instruction
The instruction given to the study subjects was as follows:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research. The purpose o f this study is to 
understand the purchasing decision process for purchasing accommodation online. The 
study has three parts, (1) an online hotel selection task, (2) a questionnaire to collect 
information about your online experiences, and (3) a conjoint experiment. The process will 
take a maximum o f one hour. The online hotel selection task will be recorded as a video file 
by Desktop Screen Recorder. The recording is used for data analysis purposes.
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Have you been to Las Vegas for leisure purposes in the past two years? I f  so, do you have a 
favourite hotel or casino you would want to stay when you go back? (If the subject has no 
pre-determined hotels, the subject can participate in the study. )
Before we conduct the official hotel selection task, we will conduct a trial task. The purpose 
o f this trial task is to familiarize you with sidestep.com. You and your friend will be in 
London on Dec 3, 2007 for one night. You will select a hotel to stay. You will only use 
sidestep.com to select your accommodation. (Show the web page). The reasons for you to 
only use sidestep are the SmartSort function and Comparison (Show the web page). 
Smartsort allows you to click on these attributes to find hotels meeting your specifications. 
Comparison allows you to select some hotels and compare them. You do not have to use 
these two functions i f  you do not want.
After the trial task, I  will ask you to select a hotel to stay in Las Vegas. You will travel with 
a partner to Las Vegas for 4 nights, from Dec 3 to 7, 2007. The air tickets have been paid. 
You have a budget o f USD 1,000 to pay for the accommodation. Whatever left from the USD 
1,000 can be used for food and other expenses. However, you do have another budget, 
amount not specified, to cover food and other expenses. I f  you have any questions, please 
just ask. There is no time limit for this task. Please take your time. When you are reading 
the computer screen, please move the mouse pointer to where you are reading. The pointer 
will indicate to me which information is useful or interesting for you. I  will remind you from 
time to time. Once you select the hotel you want to stay, please inform me. Thank you in 
advance for your kind assistance.
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Parasuraman et al. (2004) identified threats to internal and external validity, such as history 
effect, maturation effect, pretesting effect, instrument variation effect, selection effect, 
morality effect, reactive bias, pretest-manipulation interaction bias, and nonrepresentative- 
sample bias. Specifically, the pretest-manipulation interaction bias is the possible bias caused 
by premeasurement which increases or decreases respondents’ sensitivity to the experimental 
manipulation (Parasuraman, et al., 2004). When this author showed the website to the 
subjects, she showed subjects the available amenities, which was not clearly presented on the 
website. Figure 3.4 showed the screenshots related to the amenity list. The purpose of this 
study is to identify the attributes used in the decision making process. By showing subjects 
this amenity list, this author may have influenced premeasurement bias. However, without 
showing this list, subjects may not know the existence of the amenity list. Should the author 
have decided not to show the amenity list, she risked that the study subjects, who were new to 
this website, not knowing the existence of this function.
Figure 3.4 Travelocity.com ScreenShots
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Parasuraman et al. (2004) advised that researchers should not lose sight of the possible threats 
to validity. When researchers try to avoid some threats to validity, they may trade-off risks of 
other threats. They stated that, "... the role o f experimentation in marketing is not so much to 
prove causality as to increase our confidence in making causal inference”. This author was 
more concerned that all subjects received the same instruction and knew the availability of 
the amenity list than the possible pretest-manipulation interaction bias. Therefore, she wrote 
the instruction to make sure that there was a consistent procedure for all subjects. 
Furthermore, she showed subjects the amenity list to make sure all subjects are aware of the 
existence of this function. These decisions cost the possibility of causing pretest- 
manipulation interaction bias, which is a potential limitation of this study.
3.4.5 Step One: The Online Hotel Selection
Initially, a check-list form was developed to keep track of observation tasks. It was found 
that the original check-list form failed to capture the dynamics of the selection process. To 
better document the decision process, it was decided a transcript would serve the purpose. 
After the pilot study, the original observation form was amended by changing the format 
from tracking the clicks to writing down detailed transcripts of the entire process. The 
observation form is shown in Table 3.2 (page 136). The form also recorded the initial time, 
the termination time, the duration of the selection process, the number of hotels after having 
executed the first decision aid (the consideration set size), the hotels which the subject 
clicked (the choice set size), the selected hotels, comments made by the subject during the 
selection process, and the author’s notes. With reference to Figure 3.5 (page 136), the 
following information was also collected: (a) the number of available hotels; (b) the number 
of hotels presented after the first decision aid was executed, which is deemed to be the 
consideration set size; (c) the number of hotel subjects clicked to gain more information,
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which is deemed to be the choice set; (d) the first set of attributes subjects used to reduce the 
number of hotels available to a smaller number; (e) all attributes used during the hotel 
selection process; (f) the hotels that appeared in the choice set; (g) the final hotel selection; 
and (h) price of the selected hotel.
3.4.6 Step 2: The questionnaire survey
Based on the pilot study a questionnaire was developed to elicit further information from 
each subject. The questionnaire was developed from the literature review and the pilot study 
interview questions. The survey was used to collect information about subjects’ online 
shopping experiences, as well as a lead into Step 3 the conjoint analysis. Table 3.3 shows the 
questionnaire.
3.4.7 Step 3: The Conjoint Analysis:
The purpose of the conjoint analysis is to further identify the relative importance of hotel 
attributes. Although the observation results and the interview results provide information, 
such as frequency counts and tabulations, conjoint analysis might further predict the subjects’ 
future choices. Therefore, it justifies conducting the conjoint analysis.
The process to develop a conjoint analysis includes: attribute identification, attribute level 
identification, data collection design, data collection process, and parameter estimation 
(Claxton, 1994). This is discussed in the next section.
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Table 3.2 The Observation Form
Subject Name
Date
Initial Time Termination Time
Duration
Process
Hotels included in 
the consideration set
Hotels included in 
the choice set
Selection
Attributes Used
Heuristics identified
Comments
Remarks
Figure 3.5 Data To Be Collected from the Hotel Selection Tasks
*►
| ^  Selection
(a) The number of available hotels__________________________________________
(b) The number of hotels presented after they executed the first decision aid, the 
consideration set size__________________________________________________
(c) The number of hotel subjects clicked to gain more information, the choice set
(d) The first set of attributes subjects used to reduce the number of hotels available to a 
smaller number______________________________________________________
(e) All attributes used during the hotel selection task
(f) The hotels appeared in the choice set
(g) The final selection
(h) Price of the selected hotel
Available Choice SetConsiderationHotels
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 137
Table 3.3 
The Questionnaire
1. When did you start using Internet? (Online experience: duration)
□ January, 2005 -  December, 2007
□ January, 2002 -  December, 2004
□ January, 1999 -  December, 2001
□ January, 1996-December, 1998
On average, how many hours do you use Internet per day? (Online experience: frequency)
□ Less than one hour
□ 1 or 2 hours
□ 3 or 4 hours
□ 5 or 6 hours
_______ □ 7 hours or more_________________________________________________________
3. What was your first online purchase? (Online purchase experience)
2 .
□ Books
□ CD, DVD
□ Electronics
□ Software
□ Travel (tickets, hotels, 
etc.)
□ Music download
□ Flowers
□ Clothes
□ Event tickets
□ Hobby related items
□ Other:
4. When did you make your first internet purchase? (Online purchase experience: duration)
□ January, 2005 -  December, 2007
□ January, 2002 -  December, 2004
□ January, 1999 -  December, 2001
 □ January, 1996-December, 1998______________________________________________________
5. How often do you make online purchase? (Online purchase experience: frequency)
□ Never
□ Rarely
□ Sometimes
□ Often
______ □ A Great Deal___________________________________________________________________
6. How many times have you made online purchase in the past 12 months? (Online purchase experience
frequency)
□ None
□ 1-4 times
□ 5-8 times
□ 9-12 times
 □ More than 12 times_________________________________________________________________
7. When you plan your travel, do you use the Internet to select a hotel to stay?
□ Never
□ Rarely
□ Sometimes
□ Often
 □ A Great Deal _________________________________________________________________
8. If you have to make hotel reservations, how often do you use the Internet to make the reservations? 
(Online hotel purchase experience: frequency)
□ Never
□ Rarely
□ Sometimes
□ Often
 □ A Great Deal___________________________________________________________________
9. When did you make your first online hotel room purchase? (Online hotel purchase experience: duration)
□ January, 2005 -  December, 2007
□ January, 2002 -  December, 2004
□ January, 1999 -  December, 2001
 □ January, 1996-December, 1998______ _____________________________  __________
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10. In the past 12 months, for leisure purposes, how many times have you purchased hotel rooms online? 
(Online hotel purchase experience: frequency)
□ None
□ 1-4 times
□ 5-8 times
□ 9-12 times
 □ More than 12 times____________________________________________________ ___________
11. Have you ever seen the SmartSort function (at other web sites) before?
□ No
 □ Yes____________________________________________________________________________
12. Have you ever seen the Comparison table (at other web sites) before?
□ No
 □ Yes____________________________________________________________________________
13. How often do you read online customer reviews before you make purchase decisions? (To understand 
the role of customer reviews in decision making)
□ Never
□ Rarely
□ Sometimes
□ Often
 □ A Great Deal____________________________________________________________________
14. Have often do you post online customer reviews? (To understand the role of customer reviews in 
decision making)
□ Never
□ Rarely
□ Sometimes
□ Often
 □ Always_________________________________________________________________________
15. How important are online customer reviews to your purchase decisions? (To understand the role of 
customer reviews in decision making)
□ Unimportant
□ Of little important
□ Moderately important
□ Important
 □ Very important__________________________________________________________________
16. When you made your last online purchase, did you read online customer reviews before the purchase? 
(To understand the role of customer reviews in decision making)
□ No
□ Yes
3.4.7.1 Attribute Justifications
Claxton quoted research conducted by Cattin and Wittink (1981) that ‘expert judgment’ and 
in-depth group interviews are used to identify attributes. Table 2.7 (page 60) lists hospitality 
research that employed conjoint analysis. The research purposes ranged from product 
development (Goldberg, et al., 1984; Ding, et al, 1991) to dining preference (Koo et al, 1999), 
as well as the comparison of research methods (Wong and Lam, 2001). Although none is 
directly related to hotel purchase, research from Wong and Lam came closest to this study 
purpose. The attribute levels of Wong and Lam are shown in Table 3.4. All these attributes
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qualify as search attributes, which can be verified before purchase. However, to adopt these 
attributes to the Las Vegas destination and to provide reference for hotel conjoint analysis, 
some modifications were proposed. It was decided to remove the attribute of room type from 
this study, which is a decision that comes after the hotel decision. However the attribute of 
customer review was added, since this is available on travel agencies web sites. The next 
paragraph, following Table 3.4, addresses the selection of attributes and attributes levels for 
the conjoint analysis.
Attribul
Table 3.4
.e Levels used by Wong and Lam (2001) and this Study
Attributes Levels Attribute Levels
Room type No harbour view 
room, with harbour 
view
Customer Reviews Terrible, Below 
Average, Average, 
Above Average, 
Excellent
Room rate Below HK $800, HK 
$800 -1 4 0 0 ,above 
HK$ 1400
Room Rate $66, $77,$ 118,$ 
177, $ 301
Location (from
office/tourist
destination)
Need transportation, 
within walking 
distances
Location On the Strip 
5-minutes drive, 
10-minutes drive, 
15-minutes drive, 
20-minutes drive
Brand Unfamiliar brand 
name, familiar brand 
name
Brand Casino Chain, hotel 
Chain, Independent
Star-rating 3 star, 4 star, 5 star Star-rating 1-star, 2-stars, 3- 
stars, 4-stars, 5-stars
Star rating. Based on the research conducted by the author and Jones (2006), a star rating is 
not available in any of the hotel web sites, but available on all travel agencies’ web sites. It is 
proposed that a star rating implies service quality and range of facilities, although the 
academic research has not yet provided empirical support. The levels are ‘1 star’, ‘2-stars’, 
‘3-stars’, ‘4-stars’, and ‘5-stars’.
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Location. Las Vegas hotels cluster around both the Strip and the Downtown locations. It 
was decided to adopt the approach used by Wong and Lam (2001), and set location in terms 
of driving time to the Strip. The levels that will be used include: ‘on the Strip’, ‘5-minutes 
drive’, ’10-minutes drive’, ’15-minutes drive’, and ’20-minutes drive’. To avoid the issue of 
the conjoint analysis weighting attributes with more levels as more important, the level of 
location is 5.
Customer review. Grossman (2006) named Trip Advisor, My Travel Guide, IGoUGo, 
Expedia, Orbitz, and Travelocity among those web sites which offer traveller reviews. 
Information on Trip Advisor stated more than 5 million reviews covering 220,000 hotels and 
attractions, and quoted comScore Media Matrix that itself was the second most visited travel 
web domain in March 2006. The influence of consumer reviews on hotel purchase decisions 
has not been fully documented in the known academic literature, but Beldona et al. (2005) 
recommended further studies to include testimonials and recommendations. Sidestep.com 
offers customer review on a 1 to 10 scale. For the conjoint analysis, it was decided to keep 
the number of levels to 5, and defined the levels as ‘Terrible’, ‘Below Average’, ‘Average’, 
‘Above Average’ and ‘Excellent’. The numerical scale is replaced by phases to avoid 
confusions with star ratings.
Brand. Wong and Lam (2001) set brand levels as either ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘familiar’. To avoid 
any consideration of previous experiences and loyalty programs, the author decided not to use 
‘familiar’ and ‘unfamiliar’. Taking into consideration that Las Vegas is a casino based 
tourism city, it was decided to set the levels as ‘Casino Chain’, ‘Hotel Chain’, and 
‘Independent’.
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Price. The price levels should reflect the local room rates, and set a realistic range between 
levels, while keeping the number of levels at five. For the conjoint analysis, rates were 
determined by randomly selecting the 15th to 20th of every month from August 2006 to March 
2007 as the travel date, and used sidestep.com to collect Las Vegas room rates by star ratings. 
The data collection was conducted on July 17, 2006. From these samples, the average room 
rate by star ratings and standard deviation were calculated, as shown in Table 3.5. Therefore, 
the price levels were set at: ‘$ 66’, ‘$ 77’, ‘$ 118’, ‘$ 177’, and ‘$ 301’.
Table 3.5
Las Vegas Average Room Rate by Star Ratings
1 star 2 star 3 star 4 star 5 star
Samples Sizes 17 152 446 136 38
Average Price $66 $77 $ 118 $ 177 $301
Standard Deviation $25.9 $36.4 $58.3 $78.6 $ 116.4
3.4.7.2 The Full-Profile Conjoint Analysis
Conjoint models, such as the self-explication, the pair-wise comparison, the full profile, and 
the choice model, have been discussed in the literature review. A number of factors were 
considered: the effect of maturation on the subjects, the similarity between the model and the 
reality, the feasibility of different conjoint methods, and data analysis in the decision to select 
the conjoint model. Given that the subjects will conduct an online experiment and be given a 
follow-up survey, the effect of maturation was of concern. Maturation is defined by 
Churchill & Iacobucci (2002) as processes operating within the test units in an experiment as 
a function of the passage of time per se. The self-explication requires the subject to rank both 
the desirability and the importance of each attribute. Huber (1997) commented that the self­
explication works best when actions depends on attitude instead of the context of competitive 
offering. Since this study will ask subjects to select among competitive offerings, the self­
explication is not ideal. The pair-wise comparison asks subjects to compare a set of partial
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profile descriptions, two at a time. Churchill & Iacobucci (2002) commented this model as 
easier for the subjects than full profile, but need more judgments and is short in realism. The 
choice model shows the subject a set of products on the screen and asks subjects to indicate 
which one they will buy. Although it presents the greatest similarity with this study, the 
choice model has been criticized as shifting the attention from 4assessing how much better 
one alternative is compared to another and towards processes that lead one to be reasonably 
confident that the one chosen is best (Huber, 1997)’. It was decided not to use the choice 
model, and to adopt the full profile model for this study.
Given 5 attributes with levels ranging from 3 to 5, the possible combination i s 5 x 5 x 5 x 3 x  
5 = 1,875. SPSS orthogonal design with 3 holdouts presents 29 profiles based on different 
attribute levels. The 3 holdout profiles are judged by the subjects but are not used by the 
conjoint analysis to estimate utilities, and serve as a check on the validity of the estimated 
utilities. The 29 profiles from the orthogonal design are presented below in Table 3.6.
Table 3.6
Profiles to be used in the Full Profile Conjoint Analysis
Card
ID
Star
Rating Property Location
Property
Brand Customer Review Room Rate
1
1 1-star 15-minutes drive Casino Chain Above Average $301
2
2 4-stars 15-minutes drive Independent Terrible $ 177
3
3 3-stars 20-minutes drive Casino Chain Average $ 177
4
4 3-stars On the Strip Hotel Chain Above Average $ 7 7
5
5 5-stars 20-minutes drive Hotel Chain Terrible $301
6
6 5-stars 15-minutes drive Casino Chain Excellent $ 7 7
7
7 5-stars 10-minutes drive Hotel Chain Above Average $ 177
8
8 5-stars On the Strip Independent Below Average $ 118
9
9 2-stars On the Strip Casino Chain Excellent $ 177
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10
10 3-star 5-minutes drive Independent Excellent $301
11
11 4-stars 10-minutes drive Hotel Chain Excellent $ 6 6
12
12 2-stars 15-minutes drive Hotel Chain Average $ 118
13
13 3-stars 10-minutes drive Casino Chain Terrible $ 118
14
14 1-star 5-minutes drive Hotel Chain Below Average $ 177
15
15 1-star 10-minutes drive Independent Average $ 7 7
16
16 4-stars On the Strip Hotel Chain Average $301
17
17 2-stars 10-minutes drive Casino Chain Below Average $301
18
18 1-star 20-minutes drive Hotel Chain Excellent $ 118
19
19 2-stars 5-minutes drive Hotel Chain Terrible $ 7 7
20
20 5-stars 5-minutes drive Casino Chain Average $ 6 6
21
21 1-star On the Strip Casino Chain Terrible $ 6 6
22
22 4-stars 20-minutes drive Casino Chain Below Average $ 7 7
23
23 2-stars 20-minutes drive Independent Above Average $ 6 6
24
24 3-stars 15-minutes drive Hotel Chain Below Average $ 6 6
25
25 4-stars 5-minutes drive Casino Chain Above Average $ 118
26
26 1-star 10-minutes drive Hotel Chain Excellent $ 7 7
27(a)
27 3-stars 15-minutes drive Casino Chain Average $301
28(a)
28 2-stars 10-minutes drive Hotel Chain Below Average $ 7 7
29(a)
29 5-stars 10-minutes drive Casino Chain Below Average $ 177
a Holdc)Ut
The subjects were asked to rank these 29 profiles according to their preference from the most 
to the least preferred. The subject preferences were entered into SPSS to estimate the utilities. 
SPSS calculates utilities by individuals, but only presented the aggregate results.
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3.5 The Sample and Sample Size
The constraints of the sample sizes are the time commitment, English comprehension to use 
the travel website, and the minimum number of more than 29 samples to make the conjoint 
model estimation valid. The estimated time for the observation of hotel selection task, 
questionnaire survey, and the conjoint analysis is approximately one hour. The sample size 
may be limited by this required time commitment. As the web site used is in English, the 
subjects must understand English to conduct the tasks and answer the questionnaire. The 
number of profiles for the conjoint analysis is 29. Therefore, more than 29 samples are 
required to run the conjoint analysis.
Business travellers were considered as study subjects for this research. However, the three 
obstacles of using business travellers are corporate travel policies, the accessibility to 
business travellers, and time. Some companies have their own travel policies, and business 
travellers should stay at hotels their companies have contracts with. Other companies do not 
have travel policies, but then a second obstacle appears, namely finding business travellers 
without corporate travel policies. A second potential group of subject considered was hotel 
guests. However there was the possibility that hotel guests will try to justify their decisions 
of selecting that hotel to stay in, and result in bias. Another option considered was collecting 
data at Geneva airport, but it was thought that travellers who have the time to join the study 
probably will be near the airport gates. After consultation it was determined that tightened 
airport security prevented access to these people. Travellers at the train station tend to move 
in and out the train station quickly. It was therefore decided to focus on leisure travellers.
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Different types of leisure travellers were considered. Mintel (2006) quoted UNWTO that 
youth travel accounted for a quarter of all international tourist arrivals in 2005. Youth travel 
can be classified as school-based or non-school-based travel. Mintel (2006) estimated 8 out 
of 10 of the youth travellers are independent. Mintel (2006) further identified the internet as 
the most frequently used information source for travel planning for youth travellers. 91% of 
youth travellers, they reported, frequently use the internet as the travel information source. 
The second and third most used information sources were guide books and word-of-mouth. 
Mintel (2006) also reported that online resources are the most popular booking method used 
by youth travellers. Almost 40% of youth travellers book online directly with travel 
companies, and almost 20% book with online travel agencies. Together, almost 60% of 
youth travellers book online, while less than 25% book with travel agencies.
Mintel (2008) stated that 6.5 million 16-24 year-olds made an overseas visit in 2007. This 
youth market is most likely to take one or two holidays a year, which is a growing trend. 
Low cost carriers and increased use of the internet to search and book made it easy for young 
travellers to organize their own trips. In 2003, 33% of this market made their own 
travel/accommodation arrangements, while 35% purchased package holidays. In 2008, 53% 
of this market made their own travel/accommodation arrangements, and 39% purchased 
package holidays. The above Mintel research stated that students do travel and prefer 
planning and purchasing their travel/accommodations online; and justified the choice of using 
student as study subjects. Furthermore, as identified in Table 2.4 (page 35), college students 
have been the subjects for most evoked set studies.
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3.6 Data Analysis
The coding of the observation study and the survey will be quantified through the observation 
form and the questionnaire. Refer to Figure 3.5 (page 136), the frequency counts and average 
will be calculated for variable (a), (b), (c), (d), (e), and (h).
The ranking of hotel references can be analyzed by SPSS conjoint analysis. SPSS will 
calculate the part-worths of these 5 attributes, which indicate the attribute importance to hotel 
selection decisions.
3.7 Pilot Studies
The following paragraph discusses the pilot study subjects, findings, and resulting 
improvements.
3.7.1 Pilot Study Subjects
The pilot studies took place from January to April, 2007. The subjects for the pilot studies 
were defined into three different and progressive studies. These three studies were (1) two 
master students at ESHotel in Paris, France; (2) five students at Ecole hoteliere de Lausanne, 
Switzerland; and (3) ten students from Pepperdine University, USA.
3.7.2 Process modifications based on pilot studies
Although the first pilot study subjects are French hotel school students, they had limited 
internet experiences, and no online shopping experiences. As these two subjects had never 
been to Sidestep.com, the researcher asked them to find a hotel in London to go over the 
functions of Sidestep.com. During the process, the researcher first gave the subjects time to 
scroll around the web site, showing the information available, such as map and customer
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reviews for individual hotels, and asked subjects to try both the Smartsort function and the 
comparison function. This trial task was added for the 2nd and 3rd group pilot study subjects, 
and will be added to the official subjects. This pre-pilot study task also checked the 
functionality of a web cam to record the process.
When conducting the selection task, these two subjects just scanned through the first page of 
the first output, read the brand names and prices, and made their decisions. Uneasiness, lack 
of knowledge and experience in hotel features were observed when these two subjects did the 
selection task. For example, one subject used the comparison function, and decided to select 
a hotel because the hotel’s description showed ‘TV’. However this was not observed with 
other subjects. It was speculated that the lack of both internet and online purchase 
experiences were the reasons for their behaviours. The interview and the conjoint analysis 
process went well.
During the first pilot study, a web cam was used to tape the process. As the web cam was 
between the subject and the laptop, it prevented the subjects from moving the laptop to their 
preferred positions. Furthermore, the web cam video had light reflection. During the process, 
the original observation form was used but it proved in effective, as subjects moved fast from 
one screen to another. It proved impossible to keep track of every click during the pilot 
study process.
After the first pilot study, the recording process was reconsidered. Pan & Fesenmaier (2003) 
reported using an online camcorder (TechSmith®, C am tasia^ M ) and iO p u s® S T A R R T M  to 
record subject’s keystrokes. It was found the cost of TechSmith® USD 298.95 to be too high. 
However iO p u s® S T A R R T M  was downloaded for a free trial and tested. In theory, since
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iO pus@ ST A R R .T M  records and repeats every stroke during the process, it is possible to keep 
track of the mouse movements, hotels and attributes the subjects clicked. However, due to 
the live nature of Sidestep.com, it was found that both the sidestep.com database and internet
speed differed. Therefore, iO p u s@ S T A R R T M  was not suitable for the recording process.
Desk Screen Record 5 was then investigated. Desk Screen Record can record the screen 
during the process, turn it into an AVI file, which can be played by Windows Media Player. It 
costs only USD 29.95. This was tested and the AVI file reviewed. The output was 
satisfactory and the file also records the time. It also overcame the problems - light reflection 
and movements - associated with a web cam. In addition, since the online hotel selection task 
is recorded the data on Table 3.2 (page 136) can be recorded after the entire data collection 
process.
The second group of pilot studies was conducted with students from Ecole hoteliere de 
Lausanne. Since Desk Screen Record offered 10 free trials, the subjects were asked to 
download the program and used their laptops to conduct the pilot study. After the trial task, 
the subject started the accommodation selection process. Both the trial task and the hotel 
selection process were taped under one file. After the hotel selection task, the AVI file was 
saved to a movable hard drive under the subject’s name.
The first subject in the second group had two situations. First, the subject wanted to specify 
the areas (location) of the properties. Based on the previous study conducted by the 
researcher, the subject was reminded that the difference between “off the Strip” and “the 
Strip” (Las Vegas) lies in whether the hotel’s main entrance in “on the Strip”. Second, after 
the first subject clicked on both “off the Strip” and “the Strip”, she received identification of
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31 hotels, which were all motels. It was decided this was due to the dates used, so this was 
changed to Oct 15 -  19, 2007. Thus, the subject conducted another search with the new 
travel date. A similar situation occurred with the second subject in this pilot study group. 
The numbers of available properties during two travel periods were 78 and 77. This too was 
considered to be low. It was decided to change the travel date to Dec 3 to 7 in 2007 for the 
remaining pilot study subjects.
After these two subjects, it was also decided to standardize the process by adding a trail task 
to the selection task in order to familiarize the subject with the website. A standardized 
instruction was written and given to all other subjects. The trial task asked the subject to find 
a hotel for 2 persons between Dec 3 and 4, 2007, in London. No specific budget was given. 
The official task was to find a Las Vegas hotel for 2 persons between Dec 3 and 7, 2007. The 
budget was USD 1,000. The other subjects in the second group all had extensive internet 
experiences and online purchasing experiences. The processes went well.
The third group of pilot studies took place in the computer lab of the Pepperdine University 
dormitory in Lausanne. A total 10 students signed up for the pilot study. As they are 
students from an American university, three of them had been to Las Vegas already. When 
asked if they had preferred hotel to stay for their next Las Vegas trip, they did not. The 
advantages and disadvantages of using Pepperdine University students as official subjects 
were as follows. The advantages were that they speak English, and have experiences 
arranging and purchasing travel products online. The disadvantage was the similarity among 
subjects. In fact, all 10 subjects were sophomore students with different majors. They had 
either 1 or 2  study abroad semesters, and travelled extensively during their study abroad
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semesters. They all started using the internet at about 7-th grade, had online purchase 
experience, and used the internet to plan and purchase their hotel stays.
Several subjects in the third pilot study used the comparison function. However, the 
researcher found that when the subject clicked on more than 4 properties, the subject had 
difficulties viewing the information. The web site presented the competing properties by 
property name (column title) and attributes (row titles). However, if there were more than 4 
properties, the screen could not show all properties. If the subject scrolled the screen to the 
right in order to read the information, the attributes would be off the screen. Therefore, the 
researcher reminded subjects to click on two or three properties to compare each time. 
Although the subjects could keep and change properties to compare, subjects tended not to do 
it. In other words, this advice may have influenced the subjects to cut down their choice set. 
To prevent the interference, it was decided not to remind the subjects in the in the main study.
The third pilot also trialled working with two subjects at a time. Under this situation, the first 
subject followed the normal procedure; while the second subject to started with the conjoint 
analysis task, followed by the accommodation selection task and the interview. Although this 
reduced the time taken overall, it was complex managing two subjects at a time. So it was 
decide not to do this for the main study.
The researcher used the observation form and interview form to record the data from pilot 
studies and made modifications. The original observation form was developed based on the 
assumption that subjects will use Smartsort function first, and comparison function later. 
However, most subjects didn’t follow this sequence, but switch between Smartsort and 
comparison functions. Therefore, the original observation form can not capture the process
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dynamics. The author decided to replace the observation form with detailed written 
descriptions. In addition, these subjects tend to talk during the selection process to explain to 
the researcher what they are doing or what they are thinking. The author noted down these 
conversations, which are useful to refresh the author’s memory. The author decided to 
redesign the observation form into a document with certain headings to keep better records of 
the observations and conversations as shown in Table 3.2 (page 136).
The similarity of the third pilot study members resulted in changing the interview process to a 
questionnaire survey. These subjects were relatively homogeneous, ie sophomore students 
about age 20 years old. Since these subjects also had almost identical experiences, it was 
easier to use a questionnaire to collect data.
The hotel selection task is influenced by the website environment. Chen and Jones (2006) 
conducted a detailed evaluation of website functionality. Sidestep.com was originally 
identified as the most suitable for conducting the hotel selection tasks for the three pilot study 
groups. Unfortunately, after the third pilot study, Sidestep.com, (along with Hotels.com, and 
Expedia) removed the comparison function. Referring to Figure 3.6, Travelocity.com offered 
similar attributes as Sidestep.com, and had the comparison function, and so it was adopted to 
replace Sidestep.com.
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 152
Figure 3.6 Attributes Screenshots ofSideStep.com and Travelocity.com
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After the 3 groups of pilot studies, the following modifications were made to the research
methodology.
(1) To avoid the low active memory and internet connection problems, the researcher used 
desktop computers at Pepperdine University for the accommodation selection task.
(2) Desktop Screen Record program replaced the use of a web cam to record the selection 
task. The record was saved as an AVI file, and could be viewed by Windows Media 
Player.
(3) Study subjects were Pepperdine University students.
(4) The observation form was modified from a check-list form to a transcript format.
(5) The interview process was replaced by a questionnaire to facilitate recording and analysis.
(6) The website for the hotel selection task was conducted by using Travelocity.com, instead 
of Sidestep.com.
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Chapter 4 Data Analysis and Findings
Chapter 4 begins with a brief review of research aims and propositions. This is followed by 
the discussion of the sample, presentation of subjects’ characteristics, and overall research 
findings.
4.1 A Brief Review of Research Aims and Propositions
This study aimed to understand the leisure travellers’ online hotel selection behaviour. 
Specifically, this study intended to verify, or not, the formulation of consideration sets and 
the choice sets in the hotel selection process. It was also intended to identify the attributes 
and heuristics used in forming these sets.
The purpose of this study was to understand the online hotel selection process. It aimed to
(1) Identify through observation the stages in the selection process,
(2) Identify through observation the attributes used at each stage in the selection process,
(3) Identify through observation the heuristics used at each stage in the selection process,
(4) Compare the results of the observational study with a conjoint analysis study of hotel 
attributes.
As an exploratory research study, the following research propositions were identified. 
Proposition 1: A traveller will form a consideration set in the hotel selection process. 
Proposition 2: A traveller will form a choice set in the hotel selection process. The choice set 
should be a sub group of the consideration set.
Proposition 3: The attributes used in forming the consideration set are different from the 
attributes used in the choice set.
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Proposition 4: The heuristics used in forming the consideration set are different from the 
heuristics used in the choice set.
Proposition 5: Findings of the attributes used from the observation studies will be compared 
with the findings from the conjoint analysis studies. It is expected that the findings are going 
to be different between two methods.
4.2 Subjects, Valid Samples, and Data Analysis
4.2.1 Subjects
All subjects were Pepperdine University students, based in California, registering for the 
International program. The subjects spent one or two terms in Pepperdine campus in 
Lausanne, Switzerland. All students on the Lausanne campus received an e-mail invitation 
for this study. Interested students scheduled individual appointments to undertake the 
research.
4.2.2 Valid Samples
A total of 53 subjects comprised the sample. Ten of these were the students that participated 
in the third pilot study. As the only difference between the main study and this pilot was the 
substitution of the interview by the questionnaire, the data collected from these ten subjects 
with regards the experimental stage and the conjoint analysis was deemed to be no different 
to that collected from the 43 subjects that engaged in the ‘main’ study. In the main study, for 
the hotel selection tasks, there were two incidents. First, the video file from Subject #53, 
Cecily, was missing so her observation was dropped, while still keeping her survey and 
conjoint analysis task data. Second, technical errors occurred when Subject #51  John, 
intended to save the video file. The author managed to recover some data from the hotel
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selection task done by # 51. It was decided to keep Subject #51 , John as part o f the sample. 
This is summarised in Table 4.1.
Table 4.1 Number o f Valid Samples
# of 
subjects
Valid
Samples
Remarks
Hotel Selection Task 53 52 Video from # 53, Cecily is missing.
Questionnaire Survey 53 43 After the pilot study, the interview process 
was changed to the questionnaire survey. It 
was not possible to compare the interview data 
with the questionnaire data. Therefore, only 
questionnaire data has been analyze.
Conjoint Analysis 53 53
The third pilot study took place between April 4 and April 6, 2007. The post-pilot study data 
collection process took place between October 31, 2007 and November 30, 2007, as well as 
between January 24 and January 31, 2008. Figure 4.1 shows the date and time of data 
collection processes.
MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
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MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
4.2.3 Data Analysis
By using Desktop Screen Record 5 software, the hotel selection task processes were recorded 
and the results saved as AVI files. The hotel selection task was also observed at the time, 
video recordings of these were also analysed, along with detailed transcripts for all video files 
(Appendix A).
In the process of completing the transcripts, the following information was recorded: (a) the 
number of available hotels; (b) the number of hotels presented after they executed the first 
decision aid, which is the consideration set size; (c) the number of hotel subjects clicked to 
gain more information, which is the choice set; (d) the first set of attributes subjects used to 
reduce the number of hotels available to a smaller number; (e) all attributes used during the 
hotel selection process; (f) the hotels that appeared in the choice set; (g) the final hotel 
selection; and (h) price of the selected hotel. This is shown in Figure 4.2. The original data (a) 
to (h) are available in Appendix B.
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Figure 4.2 Data Collected from the Hotel Selection Tasks
Available Choice Set SelectionConsiderationHotels
(a) The number of available hotels
(b) The number of hotels presented after they executed the first decision aid, the 
consideration set size__________________________________________________
(c) The number of hotel subjects clicked to gain more information, the choice set
(d) The first set of attributes subjects used to reduce the number of hotels available to a 
smaller number
(e) All attributes used during the hotel selection task
(f) The hotels appeared in the choice set
(g) The final selection
(h) Price of the selected hotel
4.3 Subjects Characteristics
All subjects were Pepperdine University students registering for the International program. 
The subjects spent one or two terms in Lausanne, Switzerland. All but three cases used a 
computer located in the Pepperdine University campus in Lausanne. This measure reduced 
the possibility of interference caused by machines or network connections. Some of these 
study subjects started using the internet as early as 1997 when they were in the 6 th grade. 
Most subjects started using the internet before December 2001, providing them with at least 6  
years of online experience. Table 4.2 summarizes when subjects started using the internet.
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Table 4.2 Subjects Internet Experiences
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
January, 2005 - December, 2007 1 2.3 % 2.3 %
January, 2002 - December, 2004 4 9.3 % 1 1 .6 %
January, 1999 -  December, 2001 2 0 46.5 % 58.1 %
January, 1996-December, 1998 18 41.9% 1 0 0 .0  %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Table 4.3 shows the subjects daily internet usage. All subjects used the internet for at least 1
hour, and up to 6  hours a day.
Table 4.3 Subjects Daily Internet Usage
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
Less than one hour 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
1 or 2  hours 17 39.5 % 39.5 %
3 or 4 hours 2 1 48.8 % 88.4 %
5 or 6  hours 5 11.6% 1 0 0 .0 %
7 hours or more 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0 %
The subjects first online purchases included books, clothes, music downloads, and travels.
Table 4.4 shows subjects first online purchase categories.
Table 4.4 Subjects First Online Purchase
Product
Category
Frequency Percentage Product
Category
Frequency Percentage
Books 13 30.0 % Music
Download
6 1 2 .0  %
CD, DVD 3 7.0 % Flowers 0 14.0 %
Electronics 2 5.0 % Clothes 9 0 .0  %
Software 0 0 .0  % Event Tickets 3 2 1 .0 %
Travel (Tickets, 
hotels, etc.)
5 5.0 % Hobby related 
Items
2 5.0 %
Most subjects started using the internet before December 2001, but some of the first online
purchases took place as late as December 2007. This is consistent with likely purchase power 
of second year University students. Table 4.5 shows the time period when subjects made their 
first online purchases.
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Table 4.5 When did Subjects Make First Online iPurchase?
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
January, 2005 - December, 2007 11 25.6 % 25.6 %
January, 2002 - December, 2004 18 41.9% 67.4 %
January, 1999 -  December, 2001 14 32.6 % 1 0 0 .0 %
January, 1996-December, 1998 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Most subjects consider themselves as having made online purchases “rarely” or “sometimes”.
Table 4.6 shows the perceived frequencies of online purchases.
Table 4.6 The Perceived Frequencies of Online Purchases
Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
Never 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
Rarely 14 32.6 % 32.6 %
Sometimes 2 0 46.5 % 79.1 %
Often 9 20.9 % 1 0 0 .0 %
A Great Deal 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0 %
As noted above, the subjects considered themselves “rarely” or “sometimes” making online
purchases, which is further confirmed by Table 4.7. In the past month, 17 subjects made 1-4 
online purchases, which is at most once every three months. Twelve subjects made 5-8 
online purchases, which is around once every two months. Only 14 subjects made online
purchases as often as once every month.
Table 4.7 Subjects’ Online Purchase Experiences in the past 12 months
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
None 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
1-4 times 17 39.5 % 39.5 %
5-8 times 1 2 27.9 % 67.4 %
9-12 times 5 1 1 .6 % 79.1 %
More than 12 times 9 20.9 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Forty-one subjects use the internet “often” or “a great deal” to select a hotel to stay. It was
informally observed that most of these study subjects travel around Europe on long weekends 
and school breaks to experience as much as possible during their International semester. 
Table 4.8 shows the frequencies of using the internet to select a hotel to stay.
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Table 4.8 The Frequencies of Using Internet to Select a Hotel to Stay
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
Never 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
Rarely 1 2.3 % 2.3 %
Sometimes 1 2.3 % 4.7 %
Often 19 44.2 % 48.8 %
A Great Deal 2 2 51.2% 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0 %
Table 4.9 shows that 38 subjects used the internet “often” or “a great deal” to make hotel 
reservations, following their selection process (see above). It is interesting to compare Table 
4.9 with Table 4.6. Perceptions of online purchases are lower than perceptions of making 
hotel reservations online.
Table 4.9 The Frequencies o:"Using the Initemet to Make'Jotel Reservations
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
Never 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
Rarely 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
Sometimes 5 1 1 .6 % 1 1 .6 %
Often 19 44.2 % 55.8 %
A Great Deal 19 44.2 % 1 0 0 .0  %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Table 4.10 shows the time period when subjects made their first online hotel room purchase. 
Table 4.10 provides a different perspective from the results of Table 4.8 and Table 4.9. Most 
subjects used the internet to select hotels and reserve hotel rooms online, but they only started 
making reservations in the past two years. Again, given the subjects are young, these results
are not surprising. This table is also consistent with Table 4.5 findings.
Table 4.10 When did the Subjects Make the First Online Hotel Room Purchases?
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
January, 2005 - December, 2007 38 88.4 % 88.4 %
January, 2002 - December, 2004 4 9.3 % 97.7 %
January, 1999 -  December, 2001 1 2.3 % 1 0 0 .0  %
January, 1996 -  December, 1998 0 0 1 0 0 .0  %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Table 4.11 shows the number of online hotel purchase experiences. However, Table 4.11 
provides contradictory findings from Table 4.7. There is no obvious explanation for this 
difference between the number of online purchases and the number of hotel rooms purchased.
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However through observation of the subjects, when they answered this question, many 
counted their fingers. It is suspected subjects tried to recall their specific visited destinations 
in the past 12 months in order to answer this question. Therefore, it is proposed that Table
4.11 may provide a more accurate estimation than Table 4.7.
Table 4.11 The Number of Ho1:el Rooms Purchased Online in the Past 12 Months
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
None 0 0 .0  % 0 .0  %
1-4 times 25 58.1 % 58.1 %
5-8 times 17 39.5 % 97.7 %
9-12 times 0 0 .0  % 97.7 %
More than 12 times 1 2.3 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0 %
Based on Tables 4.8 to 4.11, the subjects are clearly comfortable using the internet to select 
and reserve hotels, even though they do not have many experiences in terms of the number of 
years and the number of reservations.
The Sorting Function and Comparison Function screenshots, as described in Chapter 3, were 
shown to subjects when given the instructions before conducting the hotel selection task. 
When subjects answered questions regarding the awareness of both the Sorting function and 
Comparison function, the author confirmed subjects were aware of their applications.
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Figure 4.3 Sorting and Comparison Screenshots
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Table 4.12 shows that more than half of the subjects had seen the sorting function before this 
study on other web sites. However 47 out of total study sample of 52 subjects actually used 
some sorting functions during the experimental stage, even though some subjects reported in 
the questionnaire as not being aware of the sorting function.
Table 4.12 Subjects’ Awareness of the Sorting Function
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
No 17 39.5 % 39.5 %
Yes 26 60.5 % 100.0%
Total 43 100.0% 100.0%
Table 4.13 shows subjects’ awareness of the Comparison function. More than half of the 
subjects reported have seen the comparison function before this study. On the other hand, 37 
out of total 52 subjects actually used the comparison function in the hotel selection task.
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Table 4.13 Subjects’ Awareness of the Comparison Function
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
No 16 37.2 % 37.2 %
Yes 27 62.8 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Table 4.14 shows the perceived frequencies of reading online customer reviews. Most
subjects at least “sometimes” read online customer reviews before making purchase decisions.
Table 4.14 The Perceived Frequencies of heading Online Customer Reviews
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
Never 1 2.3 % 2.3 %
Rarely 2 4.7 % 7.0 %
Sometimes 1 0 23.3% 30.2 %
Often 2 1 48.8 % 79.1 %
A Great Deal 9 20.9 % 1 0 0 .0  %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0  %
Table 4.15 shows the frequencies of posting online customer reviews. Comparing to Table 
4.14, it is interesting to note that these subjects are online customer review readers, or 
information users; not online review posters, or content generators. Subjects were asked for 
the reasons for not posting reviews. Subjects’ answers included; “I read reviews before I 
make purchases, but do not think about reviews after my purchases”, or “Only when I have
extremely good or bad experiences, I will want to post reviews”.
Table 4.15 The Perceived Frequencies of Posting Online Customer Reviews
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
Never 28 65.1% 65.1 %
Rarely 11 25.6% 90.7 %
Sometimes 3 7.0 % 97.7 %
Often 0 0 .0  % 97.7 %
A Great Deal 1 2.3% 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
Table 4.16 shows the perceived importance of customer online reviews. Most subjects
perceived online reviews are at least “moderately important” or “ important” .
Table 4. 16 The Perceived Importance of Customer Online Reviews
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
Unimportant 1 2.3 % 2.3 %
Of little important 3 7.0 % 9.3 %
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Moderately important 17 39.5 % 48.8 %
Important 18 41.9% 90.7 %
Very important 4 9.3 % 100.0 5
Total 43 1 0 0 .0  % 1 0 0 .0  %
Table 4.17 shows whether subjects read online customer reviews when they made their last 
online purchase.
Table 4. 17
Percentage of Subjects who Read Online Reviews before last Online Purchase
Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage
No 8 18.6% 18.6%
Yes 35 81.4% 1 0 0 .0 %
Total 43 1 0 0 .0 % 1 0 0 .0 %
In summary, Tables 4.2 to Table 4.17 present the subject characteristics. Most subjects, at 
the time of the study, had at least 6  years of online experience, used the internet between 1 to 
4 hours daily, and made their first online purchase in the past 2-4 years. They rarely or 
sometimes purchased online. Most made online purchases once every 2-3 months. They 
often used the internet to select a hotel in which to stay, but not always to make online hotel 
reservations. Although most made the first online hotel reservation in the past 2 years, they 
accumulated the experiences intensively in the past 12 months. The majority often read 
online reviews, but more than half of them never posted online reviews. The majority 
considered online reviews as important and read online reviews before they made last online 
purchase.
Even though most subjects claimed to read online reviews when they made their last online 
purchase, as seen above, only 23 out of 52 subjects actually read online reviews when they 
did the hotel selection task. On the other hand, the conjoint analysis shows ‘review’ is the 
most important attribute in ranking a hotel. One explanation for this is that the estimated 
frequency count of 23 in the hotel selection task is underestimated because only recognized
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review usage through clicks counted from the videos. For example, a subject can look at a 
screenshot of a hotel and read the customer review without clicking on it. In this case, the 
use of Review will not be recognized. The same argument can be made for price and star- 
ratings. These too may be underestimated, as the information can be accessed without clicks. 
These diverse findings from the survey, the actual behaviour, and the conjoint analysis 
demonstrate the importance of verifying a question from different perspectives and the need 
for further research.
4.4 Research Findings
Figure 4.4 presented the quantitative measurements collected from the hotel selection tasks. 
The author used this information to examine if the information supported the research 
propositions.
Figure 4.4 Findings from the Hotel Selection Tasks 
(The original data can be found in Appendix B)________
^  Selection
(a) The number of available hotels Average: 194.8 Hotels 
Standard Deviation: 23.9 
Hotels 
Range: 125-236 Hotels
(b) The number of hotels presented after they executed the first 
decision aid, the consideration set size
Average: 33.9 Hotels 
Standard Deviation: 35.3
Available Choice SetConsiderationHotels
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Hotels 
Range: 0-169 Hotels
(c) The number of hotel subjects clicked to gain more 
information, the choice set
Average: 4.1 Hotels 
Standard Deviation: 2 
Hotels 
Range: 1-11 Hotels s
(d) The first set of attributes subjects used to reduce the 
number of hotels available to a smaller number
Average: 3.3 Attributes
(e) All attributes used during the hotel selection task Average: 5.9 Attributes
(f) The hotels appeared in the choice set Shown in Appendix B
(g) The final selection Table 4.19 (page 167)
(h) Price of the selected hotel Average: USD 177.4 
Standard Deviation: $ 65.1 
Range: S 37 - $ 294
Proposition 1: A traveller will form a consideration set in the hotel selection process.
After the subjects entered the destination, travel date, and the number of travellers, the 
subjects received on average 194.8 hotels, with a range between 125 and 236. All except two 
study subjects used at least one decision aid to reduce the number of hotels to a smaller 
number. Subject #15 did not use any attributes and but scanned through all listed properties. 
Subject # 8  used “sort by hotel name”, which did not reduce the number of hotels. Hence it is 
proposed that these two subjects did not form a consideration set.
For the remaining 51 subjects, after executing the first set of decision aids, the average 
number of hotels was reduced to 33.9. This deemed to be the size of the consideration set. 
Hence proposition 1 is supported.
Proposition 2: A traveller will form a choice set in the hotel selection process. The choice set 
should be a sub group of the consideration set.
From the consideration set, the subjects only considered in more detail an average of 4.1 
hotels, with a range between 1 and 11, before they made their final selection. Therefore, it is
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proposed that the average choice set size is 4.1 (std. 2.0). Even though, on average, 33.9 
hotels passed the first screening, the subjects were only interested in investigating 4.1 hotels 
resulting from the consideration set. This result supports Proposition 2.
Figure 4.5 The Consideration Set Size and the Choice Set Size
All 
Available 
Hotels 
(Size: 194.8 Hotels)
Consideration
Set
(Ave. Size: 33.9 
Hotels)
Choice Set r - A Selection
(Ave. Size: 4.1 Hotels) 9
As shown in Figure 4.5, there were an average of 194.8 hotels available when subjects started 
their search, on average 33.9 hotels formed the consideration set, and 4.1 were the choice set. 
All hotels that were included in the choice sets, as well as identified as the final selection, 
were analysed. This consisted of a total of 61 different hotels, while the final selections 
consisted of 24 different hotels, as shown in Table 4.18 and 4.19. Given that each subject 
independently used criteria to form their consideration set and choice set, it is suggested that 
this shows a concentration of hotels within the choice sets and final selections.
Table 4.18 The Most Popular Hotels Among the Choice Sets 
Total 61 hotels made into any choice sets.
Frequency Hotel Name Frequency Hotel Name
19 Venetian 8 Caesars Palace
18 Bellagio 7 Signature at MGM, Wynn
1 2 Platinum 6 Green Valley
11 Treasure Island 5 Embassy Suite LV, Mandalay 
Bay, Palms, and Paris
9 Luxor
Table 4.19 Final Selection Hotels 
The final selection hotels consisted of only 24 hotels.
Frequency Hotel Name Frequency Hotel Name
1 2 Venetian 1 Alexis, Caesars Palace, 
Courtyard at LV Convention 
Centre, Flamingo, 4 Seasons, 
Golden Nugget, Hampton Inn 
Tropicana, Loews, Meridian, 
MGM Grand, Palms, Platinum, 
Rio, Trump, Wynn
9 Bellagio
3 Green Valley, Signature at 
MGM
2 Luxor, Treasure Island, Hilton 
Vacation Club, Doubletree, 
Embassy Suites LV
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Proposition 3: The attributes used in forming the consideration set are different from the 
attributes used in the choice set.
The average number of attributes used in forming the consideration sets and the choice sets 
are 3.3 and 2.6, respectively, as shown in Table 4.20 (below). The frequencies of actual 
attributes used in forming the consideration set and the choice set are also presented. The 
data supports Proposition 3; that the attributes used in forming the consideration set are 
different from the attributes used in the choice set.
Table 4.20 Attributes used in Forming the Consideration Set and Choice set 
CON: Usage frequencies in forming the Consideration Set 
CHO: Usage frequencies in forming the Choice Set
Attribute CON CHO Attribute CON CHO Attribute CON CHO
Set price 
range
12 1 W Dining room 5 1 H Free parking 6 2 H
Set star range 8 3 W Fitness centre 13 3 H All-suite property 0 0 H
Sort by web 
site ***
0 0 W Swimming pool 2 1 2 H All-inclusive
property
0 1 H
Sort by price 2 6 W Free breakfast 8 0 H Beachfront property 0 0 H
Sort by star 
ratings
1 7 W Room service 12 1 H Gambling facilities 4 0 H
Sort by hotel 
name
2 1 W Non-smoking
room
25 2 H Golf course 0 0 H
Sort by city 
name
0 0 W Free airport 
shuttle
4 0 H Tennis courts 3 0 H
Search by 
hotel name
1 0 w Kids activities 0 0 H Hot tub 13 2 H
Filter by 
areas
4 5 w Pets allowed 0 0 H Wheelchair
accessible
0 0 H
Pictures 0 35 w Modem/data
port
1 0 H Convention centre 1 0 H
Reviews 0 23 w High-Speed
Internet
19 2 H Dry
cleaning/Laundry
3 0 H
Map 1 6 w Free local calls 0 0 H Kitchens 2 0 H
Comparison 0 37 w Concierge 1 0 H
*** Sort by the web site is the default setting. When presenting hotels meeting the search criteria, the web site will 
present hotels in the preference by the web site. Every subject is influenced by this setting, even though no subject 
ever clicks on it. Since the author only recognized attribute usage by clicks, the author observed no clicks of “Sort 
by the Web Site”, and recorded “0” under “Sort by the Web Site”.
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Table 4.20 also distinguishes between ‘web’ attributes (W) and ‘hotel’ attributes (H). The 
web attributes are extrinsic to the hotel products, and web related. The web attributes were 
determined to be: “set price range”, “set star range” “sort by web site”, “sort by price”, “sort 
by star ratings”, “sort by hotel name”, “sort by city name”, “search by hotel name”, “filter by 
areas”, “pictures”, “reviews”, “map”, and “comparison”. The hotel attributes are intrinsic to 
products. The hotel attributes were determined to be: “locations/areas”, “amenities”, and 
“price”. The differentiation between web attributes and hotel attributes is important as hotel 
marketing staff have no control over the web attributes. For example, the website provides 
star-ratings and customer reviews information for all hotels, but not an explanation of star- 
ratings and reviews. Certainly, hotels do not provide their own star-ratings or customer 
reviews information to the website and have no control over them. However, based on study 
findings, both ‘star-ratings’ and ‘reviews’ attributes impacted on subjects’ decision making 
and they resulted in a shift in the hotels’ competition paradigm.
As shown in Table 4.21, the most popular attributes in forming the consideration set were 
“non-smoking (25)”, “swimming pool (21)”, “high-speed internet (19)”, “hot tub (13)”, 
“fitness centre (13)”, “room service (12), and “set price range (12)”. Among these seven 
attributes, only “set price range” is a web attribute, while the rest are hotel attributes. All 
except one subject used some hotel or web attributes in this stage. Subject # 49, Edward, 
used as many as 10 attributes to form his consideration set. Based on this study, it appears 
that hotel attributes were more important than web attributes in forming the consideration set.
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As shown in Table 4.22, the most popular attributes used in forming the choice sets were 
“comparison (37)”, “picture (35)”, “reviews (23)”, “Sort by star-ratings (7)”, and “Sort by 
price (6 )”. All of these are web attributes.
Table 4.21 Attributes used in Forming the Consideration Set
Attribute CON Attribute CON Attribute CON
Set price range 12 Dining room 5 Free parking 6
Set star range 8 Fitness centre 13 All-suite property 0
Sort by web site *** 0 Swimming pool 2 1 All-inclusive property 0
Sort by price 2 Free breakfast 8 Beachfront property 0
Sort by star ratings 1 Room service 12 Gambling facilities 4
Sort by hotel name 2 Non-smoking room 25 Golf course 0
Sort by city name 0 Free airport shuttle 4 Tennis courts 3
Search by hotel name 1 Kids activities 0 Hot tub 13
Filter by areas 4 Pets allowed 0 Wheelchair accessible 0
Pictures 0 Modem/data port 1 Convention centre 1
Reviews 0 High-Speed Internet 19 Dry cleaning/Laundry 3
Map 1 Free local calls 0 Kitchens 2
Comparison 0 Concierge 1
*** Sort by the web site is the default setting. When presenting hotels meeting the search criteria, the web site 
will present hotels in the preference by the web site. Every subject is influenced by this setting, even though no 
subject ever clicks on it. Since the author only recognized attribute usage by clicks, the author observed no clicks 
of “Sort by the Web Site”, and recorded “0” under “Sort by the Web Site”.
Table 4.22 Attributes used in Forming the Choice set
Attribute CHO Attribute CHO Attribute CHO
Set price range 1 Dining room 1 Free parking 2
Set star range 3 Fitness centre 3 All-suite property 0
Sort by web site *** 0 Swimming pool 2 All-inclusive property 1
Sort by price 6 Free breakfast 0 Beachfront property 0
Sort by star ratings 7 Room service 1 Gambling facilities 0
Sort by hotel name 1 Non-smoking room 2 Golf course 0
Sort by city name 0 Free airport shuttle 0 Tennis courts 0
Search by hotel name 0 Kids activities 0 Hot tub 2
Filter by areas 5 Pets allowed 0 Wheelchair accessible 0
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Pictures 35 Modem/data port 0 Convention centre 0
Reviews 23 High-Speed Internet 2 Dry cleaning/Laundry 0
Map 6 Free local calls 0 Kitchens 0
Comparison 37 Concierge 0
*** Sort by the web site is the default setting. When presenting hotels meeting the search criteria, the web site 
will present hotels in the preference by the web site. Every subject is influenced by this setting, even though no 
subject ever clicks on it. Since the author only recognized attribute usage by clicks, the author observed no clicks 
of “Sort by the Web Site”, and recorded “0” under “Sort by the Web Site”.
Subjects were observed using a set of attributes to form the consideration set, and used 
additional attributes to form the choice set. In other words, the choice set attributes are 
conditional to consideration set attributes. Very few subjects gave up some consideration set 
attributes used earlier during the choice set process. However, this does not contradict the 
author’s statement that consideration set attributes are the conditions for the choice set. 
Therefore, the study observations support Proposition 3; that the attributes used in forming 
the consideration set are different from the attributes used in the choice set.
Proposition 4: The heuristics used in forming the consideration set are different from the 
heuristics used in the choice set.
Heuristics were identified through observation based on subjects’ clicks. In other words, it is 
possible that other heuristics were used in the decision process; yet, they were not identified 
or presented through any clicks. This decision was made to avoid potential subjective 
judgments which may reduce the reliability of the findings. 40 subjects were found to use 
conjunctive heuristics and 1 0  subjects used the elimination-by-aspects heuristic in forming 
the consideration set. It proved not possible to identify heuristics used in choice set 
formulation (for reasons discussed in Chapter 5). Therefore, Proposition 4 heuristics used in 
the consideration set are different from those used in the choice set, cannot be evaluated.
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Proposition 5: Findings of the attributes used from the observation studies will be compared 
with the findings from the conjoint analysis studies. It is expected that the findings are going 
to be different between two methods.
All 53 subjects individually ranked 29 profiles. The author used SPSS to analyze the result. 
The author used the following SPSS Syntax:
CONJOINT PLAN = 'PREFERENCES. SAV'
/DATA = 'SEQUENCE. SAV'
/SEQUENCE=PREF 1 TO PREF29 
/SUBJECTED
/FACTORS=STAR (LINEAR MORE) LOCATION (LINEAR LESS) BRAND 
(DISCRETE) REVIEW (LINEAR MORE) PRICE (LINEAR LESS) 
/PRINT=SUMMARY ONLY.
The SPSS conjoint function needs two files, the conjoint orthogonal plan and the collected 
subject ranking data. The conjoint orthogonal plan is saved under the file of 
‘PREFERENCES.SAV’. The data collected from subjects were saved under the file of 
‘SEQUENCE.SAV’. The SEQUENCE command indicated that profiles are sorted and 
presented from the most preferred to the least preferred. The SUBJECT command indicated 
that subjects are identified through the IDs. The FACTORS are the attributes addressed in 
the conjoint analysis. It was assumed that the star attribute and the review attribute are linear, 
and expected subjects would prefer profiles with higher star ratings or higher reviews. Thus, 
it was specified LINEAR MORE after STAR and REVIEW. On the other hand, it was 
assumed the location attribute and the price attribute are linear, but expected subjects will 
prefer profiles with shorter distances from the Strip or with lower prices. Thus, it was 
specified LINEAR LESS after LOCATION and PRICE. It was also assumed the brand 
attribute is discrete. The PRINT command indicated that only the summary result, instead of
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individual result, is expected. The original subject data and SPSS result can be found in 
Appendix C and D.
The utilities or part-worth and standard error for every attribute level are shown below in
Table 4.23.
Table 4.23 Attribute Utilities Found in the Conjoint Analysis
Utility Estimate Std. Error
Brand Casino Chain .050 .363
Hotel Chain .321 .363
Independent -.371 .434
Star 1 star 1.589 .184
2  stars 3.178 .368
3 stars 4.767 .552
4 stars 6.356 .736
5 stars 7.945 .920
Location on the Strip -1.303 .184
5-minute drive -2.607 .368
1 0 -minute drive -3.910 .552
15-minute drive -5.214 .736
2 0 -minute drive -6.517 .920
Review Terrible 2.853 .184
Below Average 5.706 .368
Average 8.558 .552
Above Average 11.411 .736
Excellent 14.264 .920
Price $ 6 6 -1.168 .184
$77 -2.335 .368
$ 118 -3.503 .552
$ 177 -4.670 .736
$301 -5.838 .920
(Constant) 7.013 1.137
Higher utility values indicate higher preferences. As expected, there is a direct positive 
relationship between star ratings and utilities, as well as between review and utilities. In 
contrast, there was a negative relationship between location and utilities, as well as price and
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utilities. It is noted that subjects preferred hotel chain properties more than casino chain 
properties and independent hotels.
The preference of any profile can be estimated based on the following formula:
Preference = 7.013 + .050*(Casino Chain) + .321*(Hotel Chain) - .371*(Independent) 
+ 1.589*(1 star) + 3.178*(2 stars) + 4.767*(3 stars) + 6.356*(4 stars) + 7.945*(5 stars) 
-1.303*(on the Strip) -  2.697*(5-minute drive) -  3.910*(10-minute drive) -  
5.425 *(15-minute drive) -  6.517*(20-minute drive) + 2.853* (Terrible) + 
5.706*(Below Average) + 8.558*(Average) + 11.411*(Above Average) + 
14.264*(Excellent) -  1.168*($ 6 6 ) -  2.335*($ 77) -  3.530*($ 118) -  4.670*($ 177) -  
5.838 * ($ 301). If the attribute level is present, it is 1. If the attribute level is not 
present, it is 0 .
For example, profile 1 is casino chain, 1 star, 15-minute drive, above average, and $ 301. 
The utilities of this profile is Preference = 7.013 + 0.50 + 1.589 -  5.425 + 11.411 -5.838 = 
9.25. Another example, profile 2 is independent hotel, 4 stars, 15-minute drive, terrible, and 
$ 177. Preference for Profile 2 is 7.013 - .371 + 6.356 -  5.425 + 2.853 -4.670 = 5.873
Table 4.24 shows the importance of every attribute used in the conjoint analysis study. The 
range of utility values for every attribute is a measure of how important the attribute is to 
overall preference. The greater the range, the more important it is. In this case, “reviews” is 
the most important attribute, followed by “star-rating”, “price”, “location”, and “brand”. 
Therefore, “reviews” was the most influential attribute. In contrast, “brand” was the least 
influential attribute. It is noted that in a conjoint analysis design, an attribute with less levels 
will be treated as less important. In the research design, “brand” attribute was kept at 3 levels,
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and all other attributes at 5 levels. Since “brand” has only 3 levels, it is possible that “brand” 
attribute is discounted due to the conjoint analysis design. It cannot be determined the exact 
impact of this discount.
Table 4.24 Attribute Importance Values From the Conjoint Analysis
Brand 5.615
Star 20.652
Location 18.118
Review 37.370
Price 18.246
Table 4.25 Coefficients and Correlations from the Conjoint Analysis
Coefficients B Coefficient
Estimate
Star 1.589
Location -1.303
Review 2.853
Price -1.168
Correlations3
Value Sig.
Pearson's R .979 . 0 0 0
Kendall's tau .913 .0 0 0
Kendall's tau for Holdouts .667 .087
a. Correlations between observed and estimated preferences
Table 4.26 shows the number of subjects whose preferences moved towards the opposite 
direction of the expected relationship. In terms of price, 12 subjects preferred higher price 
properties than lower price properties. In terms of location, 5 subjects preferred properties far 
away from the Strip than properties close to the Strip. Furthermore, two subjects preferred 
lower star-rating properties, and one subject preferred hotels with lower reviews. In addition, 
Table 4.26 demonstrated subjects with the number of reverse decisions made by the subjects.
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Table 4.26 Number of Reversals by attributes and by subjects, reversal summary 
(A) Number of reversals by attributes and by subjects
Factor Price 12
Location 5
Star 2
Review 1
Brand 0
Subject 1 Subject 1.00 0
2 Subject 2.00 1
3 Subject 3.00 0
4 Subject 4.00 0
5 Subject 5.00 0
6 Subject 6.00 0
7 Subject 7.00 0
8 Subject 8.00 0
9 Subject 9.00 0
10 Subject 10.00 0
11 Subject 11.00 1
12 Subject 12.00 0
13 Subject 13.00 0
14 Subject 14.00 0
15 Subject 15.00 1
16 Subject 16.00 0
17 Subject 17.00 1
18 Subject 18.00 0
19 Subject 19.00 1
20 Subject 20.00 0
21 Subject 21.00 0
22 Subject 22.00 0
23 Subject 23.00 1
24 Subject 24.00 0
25 Subject 25.00 0
26 Subject 26.00 1
27 Subject 27.00 0
28 Subject 28.00 1
29 Subject 29.00 1
30 Subject 30.00 0
31 Subject 31.00 0
32 Subject 32.00 1
33 Subject 33.00 0
34 Subject 34.00 2
35 Subject 35.00 0
36 Subject 36.00 1
37 Subject 37.00 0
38 Subject 38.00 1
39 Subject 39.00 0
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40 Subject 40.00 1
41 Subject 41.00 1
42 Subject 42.00 0
43 Subject 43.00 0
44 Subject 44.00 1
45 Subject 45.00 1
46 Subject 46.00 1
47 Subject 47.00 1
48 Subject 48.00 0
49 Subject 49.00 0
50 Subject 50.00 0
51 Subject 52.00 0
52 Subject 53.00 0
(B) Reversal Summary
N of Reversals N of Subjects
1 18
2 1
Table 4.27 compared the most used attributes in the hotel selection task and the conjoint 
analysis. As discussed before, hotel attributes are more important than web attributes in 
forming the consideration set; while the reverse is true in forming the choice set. On the 
contrary, the conjoint analysis shows review is the most important attribute, followed by star- 
ratings, price, location, and brand. It is concluded, as shown in Table 4.27, the findings from 
the observations and the conjoint analysis are different. The implications of this finding will 
be discussed in detail in the next Chapter.
Table 4.27 Comparison of the Most Used Attributes in the Hotel Selection Task and the
Conjoint Analysis
Consideration Set (clicks) Choice Set (clicks) Conjoint Analysis (importance)
Non-Smoking (25) Comparison (37) Reviews (37.370)
Swimming pool (21) Picture (35) Star-Ratings (20.652)
High-speed internet (19) Reviews (23) Price (18.246)
Hot tub (13) Sort by Stars (7) Location (18.118)
Fitness centre (13) Sort by Price (6 ) Brand (5.615)
Room service (12)
Set price range (12)
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4.5 Conclusion
Figure 4.6 The Hotel Selection Model
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In this chapter, the author presented empirical evidences supporting or disproving research 
propositions. From an average of total identified available 194.8 hotels, subjects formed a 
consideration set with an average size of 33.9. From the consideration set, subjects further 
formed a choice set with an average size of 4.1. To form the consideration set, subjects used 
an average of 3.3 attributes as criteria. Conditioned by the 3.3 attributes used to form the 
consideration set, subjects used an additional 2 .6  attributes to form their choice sets. 
Heuristics used to form the consideration set are identified as conjunctive and elimination-by- 
aspects. Heuristics used to form the choice sets and the final selection could not be explicitly 
identified. A total of 61 hotels appeared in any choice set, and a total of 24 different hotels 
were selected. From the conjoint analysis, “review” was the most important attribute in 
selecting a hotel. It is followed by “star-ratings”, “price”, “location”, and “brand”.
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Chapter 5 Discussion
5.1 Introduction
This chapter compares the study findings with previous literature, and findings from different 
research methods used in this study; and provides detailed analysis with supportive 
justifications.
5.2 The Consideration Set Size and the Choice Set Size
From 194.8 of listed total available hotels, subjects used a combination of an average 3.3 
attributes, and conjunctive or elimination-by-aspects heuristics to form a consideration set of 
an average 33.9 hotels. From 33.9 hotels, subjects used additional attributes and heuristics to 
form a choice set of an average 4.1 hotels. This is the first empirical evidence of the 
consideration set and the choice set for the online hotel selection behaviour.
Attributes used in the decision process were identified, but the heuristics used in forming the 
choice set and in making the final decision were not identified. It was observed that no 
subjects invested time and effort in researching all 33.9 hotels in the consideration set. Only 
a smaller proportion of 33.9 hotels received clicks from the subjects, and hence was 
recognized as the choice set. As discussed in the literature review, when previous researchers 
treated the consideration set and the choice set as one set, they ignored the complex decision 
process (Wright and Barbour, 1977; Fesenmaier and Jeng, 2000). Understanding how 
subjects form the choice set from 33.9 hotels in the consideration set should enable the 
hospitality industry in developing tools to optimize subjects’ decision and increase customer 
satisfactions.
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Although the consideration set size from this study is much larger than the findings 
documented by previous researchers (as summarised in Table 2.1), the choice set size is 
consistent with previous researchers’ findings. In the hospitality field, Morgan (1991) and 
Oomi (2003) researched the evoked set, but only Oomi (2003) measured the consideration set. 
Oomi (2003) found that the consideration sets for flights to Hawaii, flights to Brisbane, 
accommodations in Hawaii, and accommodations in Brisbane were 7.04, 5.63, 13.51, and 
4.71, compared to 33.9. in this study. The variance between this study and Oomi (2003) may 
result from different operational definitions, since Oomi (2003) did not mention the choice 
set in the research. It may also be a function of the number of ‘products’ available to select 
from. There will be a much smaller total number of Hawaii-Brisbane flights and hotels than 
hotels in Las Vegas. Potentially therefore consideration set size may be a function of the 
number of options available. In using the internet to make a selection, users are unaware of 
all the potential options, and unless they are very experienced users, may also be unaware of 
the impact of using the various filter functions. So consideration set size may be larger if the 
internet is being used to select from alternatives.
5.3 Search Time and Process
In this study, a subject spent an average of 378.4 (std. 242.9) seconds in considering hotels in 
the choice set and considers an average of 4.1 (std. 2.0) hotels. Therefore, a subject spends 
about 92 seconds to investigate each alternative. This is consistent with Haubl and Dellaert
(2003), who constructed a list of 500 vacation homes, and provided the experiment group 
with a recommendation list. Haubl and Dellaert (2003) found that subjects with access to a 
recommendation list spent total 363.66 seconds (std. 357.83) to view an average 7.87 (std. 
10.80) alternatives, with an average time per option of 75.74 (std. 65.19) seconds. They 
further found subjects with access to a recommendation list viewed less travel options, but
Understanding Leisure Travellers’ Online Hotel Selection Behaviour 181
spent more time viewing per option. Haubl and Dellaert (2003) manipulated 7 attributes at 4 
levels. Their studied attributes included privacy, landscaping in the park, sauna nearby, 
swimming pool quality, and an independent general quality rating for the park. On the other 
hand, this study used real travel options, and provided access to a recommendation list (list of 
hotels passing the specified criteria) and the comparison function for the subjects. It is 
proposed that using Las Vegas hotels and a real online travel agency’s website could make 
the decision process easier, as subjects can leverage their previous knowledge and 
experiences (Stibel, 2005; Murray and Haubl, 2003; Kamis and Stohr, 2006).
All except two study subjects, subject # 8 and #15, used at least one decision aid to reduce 
the number of hotels from 194.8 hotels to a smaller number. Resnick and Lergier (2003) 
stated that when users have no idea of what to look for, they may use an exhaustive search 
strategy, instead of a self-terminating search strategy. It is possible that these two subjects 
do not know how to select a hotel from a list of 194.8 hotels, and decided to scan through the 
entire list to avoid making a not optimal decision.
5.4 Attributes used in forming the consideration set and the choice set
From total 194.8 hotels, subjects used an average 3.3 attributes to form the consideration set, 
an average of 2.6 attributes in formation the choice set, and an average of total 5.9 attributes 
in the entire decision making process. During the entire hotel selection process, subjects 
focused more on attributes at the beginning, and focused more on hotels at the end. At the 
beginning, except one, subjects did not scan through all available hotels but thoroughly 
inspected the attributes shown in Figure 5.1. Once subjects received the consideration set 
results, they may further scan through the attribute list shown in Figure 5.1, but spent most 
time scanning through the hotel list and clicked on hotels to gain more information. This
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confirms with the statement made from Wright and Barbour (1977) that dimensionwise, 
instead of optionwise, processing comparison may be used in the consideration set formation 
process.
Figure 5.1 Travelocity Attributes Screenshot
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In this study, subjects had used an average of 3.3 attributes in forming the consideration set; 
while subjects had used an average of 2.6 attributes in forming the choice set and making the 
final selection. However previous researchers had asked subjects to rate between 38 to 166 
attributes (as summarised in Table 2.8, page 182). This study shows that, in reality, subjects 
may consider significantly fewer attributes. Almost all of the hotel attributes used to form the 
consideration set or the choice set had been identified in previous research. For that reason, 
the fact that this sample of subjects did not consider all these attributes indicates either these
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attributes may not be important to this group of subjects, or subjects do not consider large 
numbers of attributes when they make online purchase decisions.
The most popular attributes in forming the consideration set were “non-smoking (25)”, 
“swimming pool (21)”, “high-speed internet (19)”, “hot tub (13)”, “fitness centre (13)”, 
“room service (12)”, and “set price range (12)”. The most popular attributes in forming the 
choice set were “comparison (37)”, “picture (35)”, “reviews (23)”, “Sort by star-ratings (7)”, 
and “Sort by price (6 )”. The actual sequences of attribute usage are identified in the 
Appendix A Transcripts. As indicated before, in this study, the hotel attributes were more 
important in forming the consideration set, while the web attributes were more important in 
forming the choice set. Previous researchers asked subjects to rate importance of attributes, 
but did not investigate the attribute usage sequences. Alpert (1980) stated that features not 
determinant in one stage may become so in the other stage. For example, a hotel with 
excellent pictures but without non-smoking rooms would not have even entered, in this study, 
25 subjects’ consideration sets. But these same subjects may use pictures or reviews to 
decide which hotel to select from the choice set. This example shows the importance to 
identify the attributes used and the sequence of attribute usage (Alpert, 1980). A set of 
attributes were identified to form the consideration sets, and additional attributes were used to 
form the choice sets. Therefore, the choice set is conditional to the consideration set. 
Previous researchers did not identify the determinant attributes for hotel purchases, nor did 
they differentiate attributes used in the consideration set and choice set. This study finding 
provides some insights into these two research questions.
The 25 hotel attributes addressed in the website for this study are all ‘search’ attributes, 
which can be verified before purchases. Although the website reduces the search ‘cost’ for
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subjects, subjects considered on average only 3.3 attributes in the consideration set and 2.6 
attributes in the choice set and the final decision. This may indicate not all of these 25 
attributes available on the website are important to the decision making process.
Even if the search ‘cost’ is low, if the attribute is considered not important, subjects will not 
risk including the attribute in the decision process. Subjects were comfortable with the 
technology, and observed to be disciplined in using it. The technology adds value by 
simplifying the decision making process. However, only counting on technology may limit 
the choices for the subjects. It may be that subjects assumed there was a ‘best’ alternative, 
and therefore set only general parameters, being willing to invest time and effort (cost) to find 
the best alternative from a relatively long list. This is in consistency with Alba et al. (1997) 
and Kamis and Stohr (2006).
Myers and Alpert (1980) stressed the differences between ‘salient’ attributes, ‘important’ 
attributes, and ‘determinance’ attributes. This study suggests that all hotel attributes used by 
the subjects in their decision process are determinance attributes, as hotels without these 
attributes will not qualify for final selection.
“Sort by web site” is the default setting by the web site (how the site organizes and presents 
its list of products), and is active in every search. Although “sort by web site”, as opposed, 
by example, ‘sort by price’, received no clicks, it had impacts on the decision process. In 
other words, unless the subjects clicked on “sort by price”, “sort by star ratings”, “sort by 
hotel name”, or “sort by city name”; “sort by web site” is the heuristic used in presenting the 
result. This is a reminder that all subjects are influenced by the environment set by the web 
site designers.
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Seven attributes: “sort by city name”; “kids activities”; “pets allowed”; “all-suite property”; 
“beachfront property”; “golf course”; and “wheelchair accessible” received no clicks, and had 
no impacts on the subjects’ decision making process. The fact that “kids activities”, and 
“wheelchair accessible” received no clicks can be explained by the subjects’ characteristics. 
The subjects were University sophomores, in good physical condition, and did not have kids. 
The remaining five attributes: “sort by city name”; “pets allowed”; “all-suite property”; 
“beachfront property”; and “golf course” received no clicks can be explained by either 
subjects’ preferences, destination, or the structure of the decision process. None of these five 
attributes were important to these subjects. However, that does not mean they are not 
important to other subjects.
5.5 Comparison of attribute findings from selection tasks and conjoint analysis
This research was designed to collect data from two alternative studies, namely the hotel 
selection task and the conjoint analysis. Prior to the study, it was thought that the conjoint 
analysis findings would add value in better understanding the relative importance between 
studied attributes.
“Location” has been recognized by previous researchers as one of the most important 
attributes in selecting a hotel (Lewis, 1984 A and 1984 B; Ananth, et al, 1992; Hart, 1993; 
Weaver & Oh, 1993; Callan, 1997 & 1998; Callan & Bowman, 2000). However, both the 
hotel selection task and the conjoint analysis showed that location is not as important as other 
attributes in this study. This is likely to be because in this destination most hotels are located 
within a short distance of each other, so they pass the location criterion and compete with 
each other on other attributes. This example reconfirms the importance to study the selection 
decision in the context of the purchase stages.
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The least important attribute from the conjoint analysis was “brand”. In the conjoint analysis 
study the brand attribute was only structured at three levels, “casino brand”, “hotel brand”, 
and “independent”. On the other hand, “sort by hotel name”, or “search by hotel name” 
received very few clicks. Previous research (Wong and Lam, 2001) chose “familiar brand” 
and “less familiar brand” as two levels for “brand”. But these subjects may have had only 
limited experiences with brand names. Therefore, although the brand attribute was not 
identified as important in this study, this may not be generally applicable.
When conducting the conjoint analysis task, the subjects often complained about how 
complicated the task was for them. When conducting the conjoint analysis, some subjects 
first divided 29 hotel profiles into sub-groups by evaluating one or two major attributes, and 
further sorted hotels within each sub-group by some criteria. Since hotels in the same sub­
group all shared the same major attributes, (e.g. excellent reviews), the subjects must 
compare these profiles on other attributes (e.g. location or price), and make trade-off 
decisions. Other subjects adopted an alternative-based comparison, evaluated one hotel at a 
time, and put hotels in a preference order. Under this situation, the subjects had difficulties in 
fitting the hotel into the previous ranked hotels. For example, the subject had a general 
evaluation toward the profile # 15, but faced the challenge in finding the best relative 
preference position for the profile # 15. Either way, the subjects experienced difficulties 
when evaluating and attempting to rank similar hotels.
In reality, when selecting a hotel to stay, if the number of available hotels is large, nobody 
will rank all available hotels in order. Therefore, compared with the conjoint analysis, the 
hotel selection task is closer to the reality. Furthermore, the hotel selection task provided the
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insights of attribute usage sequence, but the conjoint analysis did not. The conjoint analysis 
provides attribute utility information for all addressed attributes, but is limited by the number 
of attributes and attribute levels addressed in a study. The more attributes and attribute levels 
addressed in a study, the more complicated the study is, and the more number of subjects are 
needed. In this study, subjects already considered ranking 29 profiles difficult.
The research learning experience and the research findings demonstrated that the conjoint 
analysis was limited compared to the online selection task, for a number of reasons. First, 
the number of attributes addressed in the conjoint analysis were both limited and conditioned 
by the researcher. Second, the conjoint analysis was not as realistic as the online hotel 
selection task. Even with a large number of attributes, the conjoint analysis cannot compete 
with the online hotel selection task in terms of providing tangible and holistic hotel images. 
Furthermore, in reality, decision makers are not required to sort all options in order. Those 
hotels which did not make it into the consideration set were not further considered. Third, the 
conjoint analysis cannot catch the trade-off decisions made during the decision making 
process. Potentially conjoint analysis was the best alternative when technology was not as 
advanced as now. However, this study suggests that experimentation and simulation based 
on internet environment provide a better alternative to research hotel selection behaviour.
5.6 Comparison between conjoint analysis findings with previous literature
Researchers have used conjoint analysis in product development (Green and Wind, 1984; 
Ding, et al., 1991), in dining preference (Koo, et al., 1999) and in comparison of research 
methods (Wong and Lam, 2001). Among all this research, Wong and Lam (2001) is the most 
comparable to this study. Wong and Lam (2001) found the attribute importance as “room 
rate (33.8%)”, “star rating (29.4%)”, “location (17.6%)”, “brand (15.6%)”, and “room type
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(3.7%)”. Refer to Table 4.23, the author investigated “review (37.37%)”, “star-ratings 
(20.652)”, “price (18.226%)”, “location (18.118%)”, and “brand (5.615%)”. The conjoint 
analysis will treat attributes with more levels as more important than attributes with less 
levels. Since Wong and Lam (2001) set both “room rate” and “star rating” attributes with 3 
levels, and the remaining three attributes with 2  levels, it is not surprising to see that “room 
rate” and “star rating” are the most two important attributes. On the other hand, the same 
logic applied to this study. As “brand” had only 3 levels compared to the other attributes, 
with 5 levels, it could have been predicted that this factor might have influenced the finding 
that “brand” was the least important attribute in this study.
Both Wong and Lam (2001) and this study confirmed the role of “room rate / price” and 
“star-rating” in the hotel selection decision. Consumers, as we know, prefer low prices and 
high star-ratings, but these two variables do not co-exist. Further complicating this situation 
is that the star-ratings are not controlled by hotels, but by the website. It is reasonable to 
assume that a hotel should strive to maintain the lowest prices in the given star categories. 
Yet, hotels have different amenities, facilities, and operating costs, and do not compete only 
on price. Furthermore, “price” should be considered in its context, such as price in relation to 
the travel budget. Both studies set price levels to reflect the local average room rates or 
expenditures.
“Location” has been confirmed as an important attribute in selecting a hotel to stay (Lewis, 
1984 A and B; Anath, et al, 1992; Hart, 1993; Weaver & Oh, 1993; McCleary, et al, 1994; 
Callan, 1997, 1998; Callan & Bowman, 2000). However, both Wong and Lam (2001) and 
this study confirmed that “location” is not the most important attribute in comparison to other
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studied attributes. When there are several hotels in the same immediate location, “location” 
is no longer as important.
5.7 The role of reviews and comparison
Table 4.27 shows that 23 (44.2%) subjects used the review function during the hotel selection 
tasks. Furthermore, ‘Reviews’ has been recognized as the most important attribute from the 
conjoint analysis. In addition, from the questionnaire survey, 30 subjects (69.76%) read 
online hotel reviews often or frequently; 2 2  subjects (51.16%) think online customer reviews 
are important; and 35 subjects (81.40%) read online reviews before their last online purchase. 
Gretzel et al. (2007) found that 57.8% of surveyed Tripadvisor.com users read other 
travellers’ online reviews every time they planned a leisure trip; while 36.7% read reviews 
very often or frequently. Gretzel et al. (2007) further found their subjects saw reviews as 
important in deciding where to stay. The findings from this study are consistent with the 
findings from Gretzel et al. (2007).
Table 4.27 shows that 37 subjects (71.15%) used the comparison function in forming the 
choice set and making the final selection. Given that 27 subjects (62.8%) had reported not 
seeing the comparison function before participating in this study, the high percentage of 
usage for comparison function indicates subjects considered the comparison function 
facilitated their decision making. Kamis and Stohr (2003) stated that shoppers use decision 
aids to compare products in depth by carefully inspecting and comparing their attributes in 
later stages. The comparison function is one of the few decision aids provided by the online 
travel agencies’ website to facilitate subjects evaluating alternatives. As shown in Table 4.22 
(page 170), the comparison function was perceived to be useful to the subjects, and was much
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more valuable than other web attributes in determining the choice set provided from the 
online travel agencies’ website.
Figure 5.2 Travelocity Comparison Screenshot
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Figure 5.2 shows the comparison screenshot. Subjects are able to compare hotels side by side, 
attributes by attributes. The comparison function saves subjects from taking notes and 
probably even provides more comprehensive information than subjects’ own notes. The 
availability of the comparison function certainly changes the competitive environment for the 
hotels. As suggested by Alba et al. (1997), the visibility o f unimportant attributes may make 
these attributes more important in the decision making process. In other words, easily 
accessible information may become more important than not easily accessible information in 
the decision making process.
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5.8 Heuristics used in forming the choice set
The author found 40 subjects used conjunctive heuristic and 10 subjects used elimination-by- 
aspects heuristic in forming the consideration set; but could not identify heuristics used in the 
choice set. Moreover an examination of the attributes used by subjects who had employed 
the elimination-by-aspects heuristics concluded that the most important attribute could not be 
identified. Both conjunctive heuristic and elimination-by-aspects work best in rejecting 
alternatives, which support findings from Park (1976), Laroche et al. (2003) and Lussier and 
Olshavsky (1979). Kamis and Stohr (2003) inspected 18 ecommerce websites and stated that 
websites rarely supported decision aids in forming the choice set, even though the 
comparison function was one such tool available at that time and rarely used. This 
phenomenon may have resulted from lack of expertise to know the more important product 
attributes and tradeoffs, as well as expertise in indexing, searching, and database. Their 
research provided insights to this study. As stated by Kamis and Stohr (2003), there are rare 
decision supports or aids in forming the choice set. Since ‘clicks’ were used in this study to 
better assure objectivity, this prevented the observation of the heuristics used by subjects in 
this process. To identify the heuristics used in forming the choice set and selecting the hotel, 
a verbal protocol may shed light to the decision process (Wright and Barbour, 1977; Lussier 
and Olshavsky, 1979; Payne & Ragsdale, 1978; Bettman and Park, 1980).
Given the average consideration set size of 33.9 found in this study, the subjects still needed 
to invest mental operations to form the choice set. Currently, subjects use personal internal 
heuristics to accept or reject hotels in the consideration set and to form the choice set. 
Websites can provide decision support tools to simplify the process and optimize the outcome. 
As identified by Kamis and Stohr (2003), lack of website and decision making expertise may
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limit the availability of decision aids. More research is needed to understand how consumers 
form their choice set, and specifically, which heuristics are used.
5.9 Website impacts on the decision making behaviour
When subjects used the website to select a hotel, there were two levels of heuristics, website 
heuristics and personal internal heuristics. For example, “sort by web site” is the default 
heuristic used in presenting hotels. When subjects clicked on “sort by price”, they exercised 
their internal heuristics and changed the active website heuristics. Website heuristics are 
developed by website engineers, designated to facilitate decision making. All study subjects 
were influenced by the website environment. Another example is that the website provides 
information for attributes as shown in Figure 5.1 (page 182), but no other attribute 
information. This decision may make some attributes more important than others in the 
decision making process. As discussed in section 5.4, subjects were comfortable with 
technology and disciplined in using the technology during the decision making process. The 
challenge for the hospitality industry is to develop an online purchase decision environment 
which corresponds to human decision making processes. This environment should facilitate 
the process by reducing mental efforts, while increasing the possibility of finding an 
alternative that matches the best alternative expected by the decision maker.
When conducting the hotel selection task, subjects were influenced by the availability of 37 
attributes, which were designed to simplify the decision making, offered by Travelocity.com. 
In addition to these hotel and web based attributes, subjects were influenced by the over-all 
website design and mechanic functionalities.
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The study identified several incidents when a mechanical failure had influenced the subjects’ 
decision making without the subjects’ awareness. For example, when Subject # 28 conducted 
his search, he only saw hotels located near Fremont Street/Downtown. This was not his 
intent. The subject found out the mistake later. In addition, Bellagio and Signature at MGM 
were added by Subject # 29 to the comparison function, but were removed by the website. 
The subject did not remember which hotels had been selected to compare, and never 
discovered the mistake. This is consistent with Alba, et al. (1997) stated that consumers 
focus more on effort reduction than on accuracy maximization. Both subjects did the hotel 
selection tasks on Nov 26, 2007, which indicates that Travelocity.com had some technical 
problems on that day.
Although such errors may not have been totally responsible by the website, the inaccurate 
information interfered with subjects’ decision making. Figure 5.1 (page 182) is the 
screenshot of available Las Vegas Hotel attributes from Travelocity.com. The small number 
next to the attribute indicates the number of hotels offering that the attribute. For example, 
only 144 out of 209 Las Vegas hotels had non-smoking rooms, while 126 hotels were 
wheelchair accessible. Because non-smoking is the common life style today for most 
Americans, and wheelchair accessible is required by the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA), this attribute information may not be correct, possibly because the information is 
incorrectly provided by the hotels. Such potentially inaccurate data may have influenced the 
findings of this study. The fact that 25 subjects used ‘non-smoking’ in forming the 
consideration set proves the importance of this information. Hospitality researchers and 
practitioners advocate the hotel industry maintain price transparency and consistency (Carroll 
and Siguaw, 2003; Jiang, 2002; Anckar and Walden, 2001). This study suggests that the 
next step is to maintain the information accuracy for identified attributes. An individual hotel
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must recognize the cost of inaccurate information included putting itself in competitive 
disadvantage; and take responsibility to make sure that all information provided and 
controlled by the hotel is accurate, both when provided to, and after it has been posted on, the 
websites.
In their interactive home shopping article, Alba, et al. (1997) stated that “the quality or 
usefulness o f information is determined by the degree to which consumers (or their agents) 
can use the information obtained prior to purchase to predict their satisfaction from 
subsequent consumption”. However the 25 attributes identified in this study may not be the 
best predictors of after-consumption satisfaction. Moreover, these attributes may be biased 
towards the more unimportant attributes. For example, “free breakfast” is not offered in most 
famous casino hotels. Therefore, any consumer who has no idea of Las Vegas casino hotels 
and clicks on “free breakfast” will miss out all these casino hotels, even though it is the norm. 
It is also the case that some attributes should be added to this list. For example, some female 
subjects mentioned “massages” and “spa” verbally in searching the list of attributes, which 
are not available in the website list. Likewise some attributes could be further modified. For 
example, “high-speed internet” can be categorized into “high-speed internet in room” and 
“high-speed internet in public area”; or “high-speed internet” and “free high-speed internet”. 
In addition, the availability of public transportation is becoming more important to leisure 
tourists, especially when considering fly-in destinations. For example, “bus/metro stop in 5 
minutes” could be added to the attribute list where the destination offers a public 
transportation system, as is available in central Las Vegas. Another example is the 
availability of “in-room Jacuzzi” or “in-room sofa” may be important to some leisure tourists. 
Table 2.6 showed all attributes identified by previous researchers as important in hotel 
selection. The discrepancies between Table 2.6 (page 50) and Figure 5.1 (page 182) present
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opportunities to expand the attribute information provided on travel websites to optimize 
decision making, given the trade-offs mentioned earlier.
Another potential issue of concern relating to the attribute list as shown in Figure 5.1 (page 
182) is the potential lack of ability to reduce the number of hotels in the decision making 
process. For instance, in a destination where 60% of hotels share many of the same attributes, 
the attributes listed in Figure 5.1 will not help subjects to reduce the available hotels to a 
much smaller consideration set. In this case, additional unique attributes which can 
distinguish one property from others will likely play an important role in decision making. A 
further observation is that “boutique hotels” have been the ‘buzz’ word for the hotel industry 
over the past decade. However, a consumer using the study website at the time of the study 
could find any boutique hotel by using the attributes listed in Figure 5.1.
Figure 5.2 (page 190) showed the average ‘review’ ranking for Bellagio is 4.5 © out of 166 
reviews. When Subject # 25 conducted his hotel selection task, the Platinum got 5 © 
comparing to 4.5 © from Venetian and Bellagio. When the subject read the Platinum written 
reviews, he was surprised by how bad the hotel was from the reviewers’ perspectives. The 
author and the subject had no means to figure out how the written reviews had been 
converted to review ratings. Huber (1997) stated, “numerical attributes about which it is 
easier to characterize the difference, such as price, size, rating, will have greater weight in 
pair tasks than categorical attributes such as brand name, product family or country of 
manufacture”. The author suspects that review ratings shown numerically may sacrifice the 
accuracy and richness of information. This is further deteriorated by not knowing how 
websites assigned the rating. Similar arguments can be made to ‘star-ratings’, which are 
assigned by the website without detailed explanations.
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Alba et al. (1997) stated that interactive shopping must allow the users to tailor the basis for 
alternative comparison consistent with the consumer decision process. In this study, subjects 
were observed to focus on selecting attributes at the beginning of the hotel selection task, but 
focused on selecting and evaluating hotel alternatives at the end of the hotel selection task. 
Kamis and Stohr (2003) stated that decision aids used in finding the suitable products from a 
massive collection are different from decision aids used in evaluating products in the choice 
set. At the beginning of the hotel selection task, subjects need decision aids to reduce the 
number of hotels; while at the end of the hotel selection task, subjects need tools to evaluate 
hotels. Using Travelocity.com as an example, the listed hotel attributes as shown in Figure
5.1 (page 182) are the decision aids for reducing the number of hotels; while the comparison 
function is the useful decision aid for evaluating hotels. It is proposed that subjects were more 
concerned in reducing mental effort at the beginning, but more focused on accuracy in 
finding the most optimized alternative at the end. It was argued above that attributes 
available from Figure 5.1 are not necessarily the most important or determinant hotel 
attributes. Given subjects’ motivation in reducing mental effort, subjects can use assistance 
provided by the website if they perceive the risk in excluding the most optimized alternative 
is low. A number of factors may reduce the feasibility of adding more attributes to the list 
(Kamis and Stohr, 2006) such as the time and input (cost) required from the subjects, the 
website engineers, as well as suppliers. However, only when customers can reliably predict 
consumption benefits, will they switch to ecommerce (Alba et al., 1997), or stay with an 
individual online travel agency.
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5.10 Insights gained from research methods
This research used an online hotel selection task, a questionnaire, and a conjoint analysis to 
better understand how leisure travellers select a hotel online. Through the online hotel 
selection task, the role that identified determinant attributes played and some trade-offs made 
were observed as they took place during the decision making process. Specifically, the 
heuristics and attributes used, the consideration set, the choice set, and the final selection 
processes were identified. The impact of decisions made early during the decision making 
process on the decisions made later was also recognized. Previous researchers could not get 
this information from the questionnaire survey (Lewis, 1984 a and b; Ananth, et al., 1992; 
Hart, 1993; Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, et al., 1994; Callan, 1997 and 1998; Callan and 
Bowman, 2000). Alpert (1980) and Mattila (2004) advocated alternative methods of inquiry, 
such as observations, would advance our understanding of consumer behaviour. Given the 
rich information the collected in this study, this study supports Alpert (1980) and Mattila’s
(2004) views. On the other hand, the strength of observation is also its weakness. 
Observations provide huge amount of quality data, while challenging researchers to sort 
through the data objectively. This study addressed this by compiling detailed and time 
consuming transcripts for all available video files, and identified information needed (Figure 
4.2, page 157) to address research propositions.
Three different methods were used to collect data, which enabled some triangulation of data. 
Wong and Lam (2000) used both the full-profile and the self-explication profile conjoint 
analysis in their study, and identified the full-profile is superior to the self-explication. It is 
clear from this study that the two main sets of results produce very different results. 
“Reviews” and “star-ratings” were not the most used attributes in the hotel selection tasks, 
although reviews were used in the forming of the choice set; but were the most important
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attributes in the conjoint analysis. Conjoint analysis has been credited as providing insight to 
trade-offs, but in this study, the hotel selection task actually identified the trade-offs made 
during the process. Furthermore, conjoint analysis can deal with a limited number of 
attributes, and is not as realistic as the hotel selection task which uses a real commercial 
website. However, researchers cannot control a commercial website, but can control the 
conjoint analysis. In addition, the conjoint analysis shows the relative utilities among a 
small group of attributes, but the hotel selection task cannot.
Previous hospitality researchers studied important attributes in hotel selection, customer 
satisfaction, intention to return (Lewis, 1984a and 1984b; Ananth, et al., 1992; Hart, 1993; 
Weaver and Oh, 1993; McCleary, et al., 1994; Callan, 1997 and 1998; Callan and Bowman, 
2000). On the other hand, e-commerce researchers studied the most important information 
when making lodging purchase decisions online, including: website quality; website 
performance; intentions to purchase travel products online; differences between online and 
non-online purchasing customers; reasons for buying from one website instead of another site; 
and website features (Jeong and Lambert, 2001; Law and Hsu, 2005; Wong and Law, 2005; 
Chung and Law, 2003; Powley, et al., 2004; Jeong, et al., 2003; Baloglu and Pekcan, 2006; 
Beldona, et al., 2005). This study has synthesised these two field of enquiry by investigating 
how online customers form a choice set from a consideration set. This exploratory research 
provides some insights but, as to be expected, more research is needed.
5.11 Conclusion
This research provided the empirical evidence of the consideration set and the choice set 
(Wright and Barbour, 1977) formed during the online hotel selection process. Most previous
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hospitality researchers failed to consider the complex decision process (Fesenmaier and Jeng, 
2000). The study confirms the statement from Wright and Barbour (1977) that 
dimensionwise, instead of optionwise, processing comparison may be used in the 
consideration set formation process. The consideration set size from this study is much 
larger than the findings documented by previous researchers in Table 2.1 (page 32), but the 
choice set size is consistent with their findings. This study also confirms the findings from 
Haubl and Dellaert (2003) that subjects with access to a recommendation list viewed less 
options but spent more time viewing per option.
The most popular attributes in formation of the consideration set, the choice set, and the 
importance of attributes used in the conjoint analysis have been identified and compared in 
Table 4.20 (page 168) and Table 4.27 (page 177), respectively. Subjects used an average 3.3 
attributes in formation of the consideration set, and 2.6 attributes in forming the choice set. 
Attributes used in forming the choice set are conditional to the attributes used in forming the 
consideration set. The findings confirm that features not determinant in one stage may 
become so in the other stage (Alpert, 1980). The small numbers of attributes used in the 
decision making process challenges previous research which asked subjects to rate from 38 to 
166 attributes shown in Table 2.8 (page 106). Review has been identified by the conjoint 
analysis task as the most important attribute, which is consistent with the finding from 
Gretzel et al. (2007). “Location” has been recognized by previous researchers as one of the 
most important attributes in selection a hotel (Lewis, 1984 A and 1984 B, Ananth, et al, 1992; 
Hart, 1993; Weaver & Oh, 1993; Callan, 1997 & 1998; Callan & Bowman, 2000). However, 
both Wong and Lam (2001) and this study showed that location is not as important as other 
studied attributes.
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Heuristics used in forming the consideration set have been identified as conjunctive and 
elimination-by-aspects. Both conjunctive and elimination-by-aspects heuristics work best in 
rejecting alternatives, which support findings from Park (1976), Laroche et al. (2003), and 
Lussier and Olshavsky (1979). Heuristics used in forming the choice set cannot be identified. 
Kamis and Stohr (2003) stated that websites rarely supported decision aids in forming the 
choice set. Since this study recognized the usage of heuristics through clicks, some used 
heuristics may not be recognized. It is recommended that a verbal protocol could be used to 
keep track of heuristics used (Wright and Barbour, 1977; Lussier and Olshavsky, 1979; 
Payne and Ragsdale, 1978; Bettman and Park, 1980).
The author classified 37 attributes available from Travelocity.com into hotel attributes and 
web attributes. It is noted that hotel attributes were more important in forming the 
consideration set, while web attributes were more important in forming the choice set. 
Previous researchers advocate the hotel industry to maintain price transparency and 
consistency (Carroll and Siguaw, 2003; Jiang, 2002; Anckar and Walden, 2001). This study 
identified inaccurate information presented on the website and further suggests the 
importance of information accuracy to avoid competitive disadvantages. The identified 
discrepancy between Table 2.6 (page 50) and Figure 5.1 (page 182) may present 
opportunities to expand the attribute information provided on travel websites to optimize 
decision making.
This study contributes to the understanding of hotel selection behaviour by incorporating a 
hotel selection task, a survey, and a conjoint analysis. Together, they provide insights from 
different aspects, and offer opportunity to cross-examine the research questions. This study 
also contributes to the understanding of the research objectives by using a real travel website
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and by collecting empirical data from observations. A real travel website provides a more 
realistic environment to the subjects. Through observations, the determinant attributes at 
various purchase stages as well as some trade-off decisions are identified.
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Chap 6 Conclusions and Recommendations
This chapter summarises the main conclusions and identifies this study’s potential research 
contribution. Three major study limitations have also been identified, and possible future 
research methods to address them have been recommended. Based on the insights gained 
from this study, suggestions are proposed to both hospitality researchers and practitioners.
6.1 Conclusions
This research provides the first empirical evidence of the consideration set and the choice set 
constructed during the online hotel selection process. Subjects used, on average, 3.3 
attributes to reduce the available 194.8 hotels to a consideration set of an average number of
33.9 hotels. From 33.9 hotels in the consideration set, subjects used, on average, 2.6 
attributes to form a choice set of an average size of 4.1 hotels, and then made their final 
selections. Given 194.8 hotels, only a total of 61 different hotels entered into any choice set, 
and 24 different hotels were selected by the study subjects. The Venetian and Bellagio were 
favoured by the subjects and dominated the final selection with a combined 59.6% study 
market share.
During the online hotel selection process, subjects initially focused on attributes but switched 
their focus to hotels at the later stage. All except two subjects used the attributes provided by 
the website to filter, search, and evaluate hotels. Attributes used to form the choice set are 
conditional to the attributes used to form the consideration set. Subjects kept the attributes 
used in forming the consideration set, and added additional attributes to form the choice set. 
This implies that determinant attributes are different during the hotel selection process. 
Furthermore, this implies the hotel selection behaviour must be considered under the context 
of the decision making process.
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The website provided a total 37 attributes, including 12 web attributes and 25 hotel attributes. 
Hotel attributes are more important in forming the consideration set, while web attributes are 
more important in forming the choice set and making the final selection, when you consider 
the total number of web attributes used in the choice set process. Attributes most used in 
forming the consideration set were: “non-smoking”; “swimming pool”; “high-speed internet”; 
“hot tub”; “fitness centre”; “room service”; and “set price range”. Attributes most used in 
forming the choice set were: “comparison”; “picture”; “reviews”; “sort by star-ratings”; and 
“sort by price”. These five attributes are all web attributes, which implies the decision aids 
provided by the website are more influential in the choice set and final selection process. It is 
noted that “comparison”, “picture”, and “reviews” were only important in forming the choice 
set and making the final selection. The study concludes that hoteliers should move their 
traditional focus on price transparency and consistency towards a focus on information 
accuracy. Finally, the conjoint analysis found the most important attribute was “reviews”. It 
was followed by “star-ratings”, “price”, “location”, and “brand”.
Decision makers are influenced by the web environment. However the 37 attributes provided 
by Travelocity.com may not be the most important attributes in the hotel selection process. 
Subjects only used, on average, 3.3 attributes and 2.6 attributes in forming the consideration 
set and the choice set in the decision making process. This may have resulted from subjects’ 
perception that the available attributes were not important, at least to these subject’s lifestyles. 
The study suggests there were two levels of heuristics involved in the study’s decision 
making processes: web heuristics and personal internal heuristics. Web heuristics are 
designed by website engineers, and should mimic the decision process in order to facilitate 
travellers’ decision making. Yet, as has been suggested from prior research, only when 
subjects perceive the technology will not harm their ultimate goal in finding the best
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alternative, they will use technology (Alba, et al., 1997). Subjects’ internal heuristics decide 
not only which hotel to stay but which technology to use. Furthermore, decision makers 
assume the information provided by the website is correct and free from bias. Therefore, 
subjects did not check the default settings, nor question the accuracy of attribute information. 
It is suggested that future research and associated technology development should focus on 
the processes of forming a choice set and the influence of the web and hotel attributes, and 
heuristics used in this stage. More research is needed to further decode this process.
Another contribution made from this study is, based on extensive literature reviews, the 
development of operational definitions for the consideration set and the choice set, both 
suitable for e-commerce research. The consideration set is defined as “the first set o f 
alternatives after the subject had executed the first decision aid to reduce the number o f  
alternatives ”, while the choice set is defined as “the alternatives that the subject has clicked 
on to get more information”. Louviere et al. (2005) stated that “researchers must model the 
process by which individuals construct and attend to information in choice sets”, and argued 
that excluding relevant choice options or including irrelevant options may cause biases. 
However, not many studies of hotel selection have used both the consideration set and the 
choice set concepts in their research. Instead, these studies either used the consideration set 
concept or the choice set concept, in the sense of the evoked set. Future studies should be 
consistent with Wright and Barbour (1977) and keep track of the number of hotels which 
passed the first decision aid screening, and identify the hotels in the choice set, even though 
these may be challenging. The proposed definitions not only differentiate the available 
alternatives, the consideration set, and the choice set; but support the finding that they are 
measurable; and can be operated under the web environment.
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In addition, this study contributes methodologically by incorporating observations of an 
online hotel selection task, a questionnaire, and a conjoint analysis. Findings from the 
different data collection methods of the study have been cross-examined. Through 
observations, hotels in the choice set, attributes used and trade-offs made during the hotel 
selection process have been visually recorded. On the other hand, the conjoint analysis was 
easier to administer and to analyze data, and provided evidence in understanding the relative 
importance among a few attributes. Nevertheless, as discussed in Section 5.5, the conjoint 
analysis proved to be limited in the number of attributes addressed, was not realistic, and 
could not identify the trade-off decisions made during the decision process. It seems unlikely 
that further understanding of hotel selection behaviour can be gained through additional 
conjoint analysis based studies. This study suggests that experimental studies based on 
observation, assisted with advanced technology, provide a better alternative to research hotel 
selection behaviour. To understand consumer behaviour in more detail, some eye-tracking 
devices could be used in future studies. And to overcome the challenges of identifying the 
heuristics used, a verbal protocol could be considered in future research.
6.2 Limitations
In considering the research design, the advantages and disadvantages of a commercial 
website or an artificial website were debated. The concerns over using commercial websites 
are that the subjects will be constrained by the website design, and modify their own criteria 
in order to accomplish the task of hotel selection. On the other hand, the cost of building and 
hosting a new website are enormous given the requirements for creating a realistic database 
to support its use. Based on the fact that travellers actually use commercial travel websites to 
plan and purchase travel, the fact that a self-constructed website will not differ much with the
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commercial websites in order to leverage subjects’ previous internet experiences, it was 
decided to use a commercial website. Originally, Sidestep.com was selected, but the 
“comparison” function had been removed from Sidestep.com after the third pilot study. 
Hence Travelocity.com was used. Travelocity has been ranked consistently by Hitwise as 
the second most visited travel wholesaler website, only after Expedia. The popularity of 
Travelocity demonstrates that the website must satisfy its users’ needs and be perceived as 
useful to its users. Using a real ‘live’ travel website can leverage subjects’ previous online 
experiences. There is nothing to indicate that switching the website caused any differences 
in findings.
Another issue is that the selection of a hotel to stay in during one session may not be realistic 
(Johnson, et al., 2004). Today, many travellers may use more than one website to select a 
hotel to stay (Johnson, et al., 2004; Zhang, et al., 2007). However there is limited evidence to 
suggest that opening up the opportunity to conduct the hotel selection task over several 
sessions would have made any significant difference to the results. It would however have 
made data collection and respondent participation considerably more challenging. In future 
studies one adaptation might to ask respondents to turn on a tracking device whenever they 
plan travel online. Hence data collection would take place over several months and capture 
the entire travel planning process. On the other hand, the data analysis will be challenging in 
terms of cost and person power.
The third limitation is the possible underestimation of “price”, “star-rating”, and “reviews” 
attribute usage. This information was presented, in the format shown in Figure 5.2 (page 
190), which could be quickly scanned by study subjects. Since attributes were only
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recognized by clicks, these three attributes could not be recorded. An eye-tracking device 
keeps track of eye movements and would have shown information scanned or read by 
subjects, but the cost of this was prohibitive for this study. Future researchers might consider 
use of eye-tracking to overcome this underestimation limitation, assuming the accuracy for 
evaluating observations from such small data fields is possible. Another solution is to 
construct a website which will present attribute data based on subject request. However, this 
practice may not be in coherence with subjects’ previous online hotel purchase experiences.
The fourth limitation is related to the possible bias, or framing, caused by instructions given 
to the subject. As explained in Chap 3.4 the Instruction, when the website was shown to 
subjects, all the available features were demonstrated, which was not clearly presented on the 
website (Figure 3.4, page 133). It could be argued that this led to pretest-manipulation 
interaction bias. However the purpose of this study was to identify the attribute usage. 
Without showing the website features, it would not have been possible to differentiate 
subjects ‘not using’ the amenity list from ‘not knowing’ the availability of the list. 
Nevertheless to investigate further the implication pretest manipulation, a follow up study 
was conducted at the end of January, 2009. Two e-mail invitations were sent to all 40 
Pepperdine students, and 8 students participated in this study. Subjects were asked to select 
hotels without demonstration of any of the website features. The only instructions given 
were the travel dates, and budget. The result is 75% of subjects used the amenity list, and 
some decision aids provided by the websites, as shown in Table 6.1. This would suggest that 
there was little or no bias created as a result of pretest-manipulation. Subjects of this age and 
internet experience appear to use most if not all of the features available on such websites, 
even without instruction. Studies conducted by eye-tracking may overcome this potential 
‘framing’ issue.
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Table 6.1: Decision Aids Used by Subjects
Subject Date Decision aids used
Kei Jan 21 Sort by price, and by location
Morgan Jan 21 Sort by star ratings, and set price range
Ashley Jan 22 No
Josh Jan 28 Sort by star ratings
Brittini Jan 28 No
Rebecca Jan 28 Free breakfast
Sandra Jan 28 Sort by distance to city centre, free breakfast, pool
Joshwa Jan 28 Sort by price
Another limitation is related to the application of conjoint analysis. This study deliberately 
did not use a random sample, the normal requirement for a conjoint analysis. This was 
because of the aim of comparing the findings from the hotel selection task with the findings 
from the conjoint analysis. Previous hospitality researchers have faced challenges in finding 
the random samples. Kuo, et al. (1999) had 30 samples, which consisted of a group of 
executive participants from a leading hotel company, a group of staff working in a float 
restaurant, and staff from the service industry. They did not specify if these 30 samples were 
‘random’ samples. Wong and Lam (2001) had 300 subjects which were convenient samples 
from 6  hotels. Ding, et al. (1991) specified that their sample frame consisted of current hotel 
guests, but were chosen as randomly as possible. Although previous researchers also faced 
the challenge of finding a random sample, the failure of this conjoint study to use a random 
sample should be recognized as a research limitation.
6.3 Endnote
On January 23, 2009, while this author was conducting research at Expedia.com, 
ICHotelsgroup.com, and Haytt.com, three online marketing surveys popped-up. What 
interested this author most is shown in Table 6.2.
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Table 6.2: Screen Shots of Online Surveys
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Expedia is interested in finding how satisfied users are in using the available information, 
which are web attributes defined in this study, to select a hotel. Intercontinental Hotel Group 
is interested in finding the most important amenities when travellers’ are researching online. 
Hyatt is interested in identifying the importance of amenities and information in selecting a 
hotel to stay. This thesis seeks to answer very similar questions. This study would advise 
both Expedia and Hyatt that ‘reviews’ and ‘pictures’ are more important to travellers than 
other web attributes. These three travel companies’ online surveys potentially support the 
importance, validity, and potential contributions of this PhD study.
6.4 Recommendations
6.4.1 Recommendations to hospitality researchers
Better understanding the decision making process could contribute to both travellers and the 
hospitality industry by simplifying the online hotel decision making process, optimizing the 
final selection from the perspective of the buyer, and potentially increasing customer 
satisfaction. Researchers have studied important attributes in hotel selection in the past, but 
did not take into full consideration the decision making process. As shown in this study, the 
determinant attributes differ in forming the consideration set and the choice set. As more 
travellers are using the internet to search and evaluate hotels, hotel selection research should 
be conducted using, when possible, the internet environment. Both the entire decision 
making process and specific trade-off decisions could be observed using available technology 
for recording clicks, eye movements and verbal protocol. Understanding the decision 
making process could provide insights to improve website environments, and optimize 
travellers’ decision making.
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Future researchers are cautioned that this approach results in significant amounts of, but very 
rich, data and that analyzing the data is demanding. There are also advantages and 
disadvantages of using commercial websites. Furthermore, future researchers can use 
subjects with different internet or internet purchase experiences. In addition, conducting 
research using the same subject group profile, as used in this study, for longitudinal research 
(Myers, 1979); or on groups with a specific travel purpose, such as honeymoons or golf, may 
provide insights of changing hotel selection behaviours for different market segments.
6.4.2 Recommendations to industry practitioners
Hotel operators should ensure a web environment which closely corresponds to travellers’ 
decision making processes. The heuristics and attributes available on websites should mimic 
human heuristics and attributes used in the decision making process. As emphasized in this 
study, available decision support tools to form the choice set were limited. In order to form a 
choice set, on average, of 4.1 hotels from a consideration set of 33.9 hotels, better decision 
aids could have reduced decision makers’ efforts, simplify the process, and enhanced 
optimization of the results. A specific suggestion is to ask practitioners to test additional 
attributes identified from previous researchers as important in decision making (see Table 2.6, 
page 50). Travel website practitioners could select several cities with a small hotel inventory 
as test markets. Given that the hotel inventory is small, it is easier to collect attribute data to 
build a decision making process database. Based on how frequently their hotel and web 
attributes have been used by website users, the practitioners could decide to keep, modify, or 
remove the attribute information.
The second recommendation is to add the “comparison” function. Based on the high usage 
found in this study, subjects perceive the “comparison” function facilitates decision making.
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The comparison function frees subjects from taking notes, and makes comparison easily. 
Since the technology is already available, adding the comparison does not cost much but can 
add value to decision makers. Furthermore, some travellers start their travel search from 
Google map. The author challenges the industry practitioners to develop a gadget which can 
compare hotels shown on the Google map. This gadget could retrieve information from 
hotels and present in a concise and comparable format.
The third recommendation is to add a “shopping cart” function to travel websites. 
Travelocity.com allows users to compare 4 hotels at the same time. This study found the 
average size of the choice set was 4.1. However, the maximum size for the choice set was 
13. Travellers can use the shopping cart function to keep track of interested hotels. 
Furthermore, the decision process may take place over several days. Offering a shopping cart 
function frees subjects from taking notes, while keeping the ongoing search results.
The fourth recommendation is to add “sort by reviews” function based on the findings from 
the conjoint analysis. “Reviews” is the most important attribute, comparing to the other 4 
attributes, in the conjoint analysis. However, before making this attribute available, websites 
should be confident in the review credibility. Furthermore, websites should prevent hotel 
marketing staff from interfering with reviews. Only when travel websites are confident in the 
review credibility, should they add the “sort by reviews” function.
The fifth recommendation is to make sure the provided information is accurate. Hospitality 
researchers advocated price transparency and consistency across all distribution channels. 
The challenge of new multi-channel distribution is to make sure all hotel information is 
accurate. As explained in Section 5.9, inaccurate information may prevent hotels from
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entering the consideration set or the choice set. Hoteliers should audit major travel websites 
to identify any inaccurate information and evaluate picture quality.
Finally it is suggested that the future research focus on the processes used in forming the 
consideration set and the choice set. Considering more travellers are using the internet to 
search and evaluate hotels, future research needs to study heuristics and attributes used by the 
travellers, as well as the interaction between the travellers and the web environment. This 
study sheds some additional light into the procedure, and presents the author’s awareness of 
how important it is to understand the decision making process. More research findings could 
provide needed feedback to the website designers to create a more user-friendly, efficient, 
and intelligent environment, as well as optimize travellers’ final choices.
Figure 6.1 Scope of Recommended Future Research
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Your trial period for SPSS for Wndows will expire in 12 days
CONJOINT PLAN = ’PREFERENCES.SAV’ /FACTORS=STAR (LINEAR MORE) LOCATION (LINEAR LESS) BRAND (DISCRETE) REVIEW (LINEAR MORE) PRICE (LI 
NEAR LESS)
DATA -  •SEQUENCE.SAV* /SEQU ENCER TO  29 /SUBJECT-ID 
PRINT=OUTFILE /UTIUTY-'RUGOTIL.SAV.
Conjoint Analysis
[DataSetO]
Warnings
DATA SUBCOMMAND -  Data file is specified as working, but no working file exists.
This command is not executed. _____
SAVE OUTFILE=1RUGRANKS.SAV'.
>Error # 5319. Command name: SAVE
>There are no variables defined. The SAVE, XSAVE, and SAVE DIMENSIONS commands 
>are invalid unless there are variables to be saved.
>This command not executed.
>Error # 541
>A procedure command has appeared before a file has been defined. The run 
>needs a DATA LIST, GET, END FILE, MATRIX DATA, or some other command which 
>defines cases or a matrix.
>This command not executed.
CONJOINT PLAN = 'PREFERENCES.SAV'
/DATA = 'SEQUENCE.SAV'
/SEQUENCE=PREF1 TO PREF29 
/SUBJECT=ID
/FACTORS=STAR (LINEAR MORE) LOCATION (LINEAR LESS) BRAND (DISCRETE) REVIEW (LINEAR MORE) 
PRICE (LINEAR LESS)
/PRINT=SUMMARYONLY.
Conjoint Analysis
[DataSetO]
Warnings
I All factors are orthogonal. I
Model Description
N of Levels
Relation to 
Ranks or 
Scores
Star 5 Linear (more)
Location 5 Linear (less)
Brand 3 Discrete
Review 5 L'near (more)
Price 5 Unear (less)
Page 1
Overall Statistics
Utilities
Utility
Estimate Std. Error
Brand Casino Chain .050 .363
Hotel Chain .321 .363
Independent -.371 .434
Star 1 star 1.589 .184
2 stars 3.178 .368
3 stars 4.767 .552
4 stars 6.356 .736
5 stars 7.945 .920
Location on the Strip -1.303 .184
5-minute drive -2.607 .368
10-minute drive -3.910 .552
15-minute drive -5.214 .736
20-minute drive -6.517 .920
Review Terrible 2.853 .184
Below Average 5.706 .368
Average 8.558 .552
Above Average 11.411 .736
Excellent 14.264 .920
Price $66 -1.168 .184
$77 -2.335 .368
$118 -3.503 .552
$177 -4.670 .736
$301 -5.838 .920
(Constant) 7.013 1.137
Brand 5.615
Star 20.652 '
Location 18.118
Review 37.370
Price 18.246
Averaged Importance Score
Coefficients
B Coefficient
Estimate
Star 1.589
Location -1.303
Review 2.853
Price -1.168
Value Sio.
Pearson’s R .979 .000
Kendall’s tau .913 .000
Kendall’s tau for Holdouts .667 .087
a. Correlations between observed and estimated preferences
Importance Values
Correlations3
Number of Reversals
Factor Price
Location
Star
Review
Brand
1 Subject 1.00
2 Subject 2.00
3 Subject 3.00
4 Subject 4.00
5 Subject 5.00
6 Subject 6.00
7 Subject 7.00
8 Subject 8.00
9 Subject 9.00
10 Subject 10.00
11 Subject 11.00
12 Subject 12.00
13 Subject 13.00
14 Subject 14.00
15 Subject 15.00
16 Subject 16.00
17 Subject 17.00
18 Subject 18.00
19 Subject 19.00
20 Subject 20.00
21 Subject 21.00
22 Subject 22.00
23 Subject 23.00
24 Subject 24.00
25 Subject 25.00
26 Subject 26.00
27 Subject 27.00
28 Subject 28.00
29 Subject 29.00
30 Subject 30.00
31 Subject 31.00
32 Subject 32.00
33 Subject 33.00
34 Subject 34.00
35 Subject 35.00
36 Subject 36.00
37 Subject 37.00
38 Subject 38.00
39 Subject 39.00
40 Subject 40.00
41 Subject 41.00
42 Subject 42.00
43 Subject 43.00
44 Subject 44.00
45 Subject 45.00
46 Subject 46.00
47 Subject 47.00
48 Subject 48.00
49 Subject 49.00
50 Subject 50.00
12
5
2
1
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
1
0
2
0
1
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
1
1
1
1
0
0
0
Number of Reversals
Subject 51 Subject 52.00 0
52 Subject 53.00 0
Reversal Summary
N ... N of Subjects
1 18
2 1
This table displays the number of subjects that have the given number of reversals.
NEW FILE.
DATASET NAME DataSetl WINDOW=FRONT.
GET
FILE='C :\Program Files\SPSSInc\SPSS16EV\SEQUENCE.sav'.
DATASET NAME DataSet2 WINDOW=FRONT.
GET
FILE='C:\Program Files\SPSSInc\SPSS16EV\PREFERENCES.SAV'.
DATASET NAME DataSet3 WINDOW=FRONT.
CONJOINT PLAN = 'PREFERENCES.SAV'
/DATA = 'SEQUENCE.SAV'
/SEQUENCE=PREF1 TO PREF29 
/SUBJECT=ID
/FACTORS=STAR (LINEAR MORE) LOCATION (LINEAR LESS) BRAND (DISCRETE) REVIEW (LINEAR MORE) 
PRICE (LINEAR LESS)
/PRINT=SUMMARYONLY.
Conjoint Analysis
[DataSet3] C:\Program Files\SPSSInc\SPSS16EV\PREFERENCES.SAV
Warnings
I All factors are orthogonal. I
Model Description
N of Levels
Relation to 
Ranks or 
Scores
Star 5 Linear (more)
Location 5 Linear (less)
Brand 3 Discrete
Review 5 Linear (more)
Price 5 Linear (less)
Overall Statistics
Utilities
Utility 
. Estimate Std. Error
Brand Casino Chain .050 .363
Hotel Chain .321 .363
Independent -.371 .434
Page 4
Utilities
Utility
Estimate Std. Error
Star 1 star 1.589 .184
2 stars 3.178 .368
3 stars 4.767 .552
4 stars 6.356 .736
5 stars 7.945 .920
Location on the Strip -1.303 .184
5-minute drive -2.607 .368
10-minute drive -3.910 .552
15-minute drive -5.214 .736
20-minute drive -6.517 .920
Review Terrible 2.853 .184
Below Average 5.706 .368
Average 8.558 .552
Above Average 11.411 .736
Excellent 14.264 .920
Price $66 -1.168 .184
$77 -2.335 • .368
$118 -3.503 .552
$177 -4.670 .736
$301 -5.838 .920
(Constant) 7.013 1.137
Importance Values
Brand 5.615
Star 20.652
Location 18.118
Review 37.370
Price 18.246
Averaged Importance Score
Coefficients
B Coefficient
Estimate
Star 1.589
Location -1.303
Review 2.853
Price -1.168
Correlations3
Value Sia.
Pearson's R .979 .000
Kendall's tau .913 .000
Kendall's tau for Holdouts .667 .087
a. Correlations between observed and estimated preferences
Number of Reversals
Factor Price 12
Location 5
Star 2
Review 1
Brand 0
Number of Reversals
Subject 1 Subject 1.00
2 Subject 2.00
3 Subject 3.00
4 Subject 4.00
5 Subject 5.00
6- Subject 6.00
7 Subject 7.00
8 Subject 8.00
9 Subject 9.00
10 Subject 10.00
11 Subject 11.00
12 Subject 12.00
13 Subject 13.00
14 Subject 14.00
15 Subject 15.00
16 Subject 16.00
17 Subject 17.00
18 Subject 18.00
19 Subject 19.00
20 Subject 20.00
21 Subject 21.00
22 Subject 22.00
23 Subject 23.00
24 Subject 24.00
25 Subject 25.00
26 Subject 26.00
27 Subject 27.00
28 Subject 28.00
29 Subject 29.00
30 Subject 30.00
31 Subject 31.00
32 Subject 32.00
33 Subject 33.00
34 Subject 34.00
35 Subject 35.00
36 Subject 36.00
37 Subject 37.00
38 Subject 38.00
39 Subject 39.00
40 Subject 40.00
41 Subject 41.00
42 Subject 42.00
43 Subject 43.00
44 Subject 44.00
45 Subject 45.00
46 Subject 46.00
47 Subject 47.00
48 Subject 48.00
49 Subject 49.00
50 Subject 50.00
51 Subject 52.00
52 Subject 53.00
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
1
0
2
0
1
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
1
1
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
Reversal Summary
N... N of Subiects
t 18
2 1
This table displays the number of subjects that have the given number of reversals.
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DO ADDITIONAL HOTEL ATTRIBUTES AVAILABLE ON HOTEL AND TRAVEL 
WHOLESALERS’ WEBSITES FACILITATE DECISION MAKING?
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University o f Surrey 
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ABSTRACT
Through three experiments, this research compared the attributes, features, and structures related to the 
reservation process between travel wholesalers’ and hotel companies’ web sites. Travel wholesalers and hotel 
companies reflect different perceptions on which attributes they consider important for decision making.
Different presentations o f prices, availability o f attributes, and the unavailability of a star rating in hotel 
companies’ web sites are examples. The structure o f a reservation process determines the search outcome. The 
comparison function putting competing hotels side by side, attribute by attribute, definitely facilitates decision 
making. Through instant feedback, travel wholesalers are perceived to be more sophisticated in helping 
travelers making decisions.
KEY WORDS: attribute, heuristics, decision, web site, experiment
INTRODUCTION
Belonax and Mittelstaedt (1978) stated that people will try to simplify the decision process by reducing 
either the number of brands or reducing the number of choice criteria. They suggested reducing the number of 
brands will be more feasible, due to the number o f comparisons that can be reduced. On the other hand, 
reducing the number o f choice criteria may give away some of the consumption goals. Therefore, the 
consumers will eliminate brands from consideration based on information on important attributes.
Today most web sites o f travel wholesalers and hotel companies offer additional criteria to help 
customers filtering their search results. These additional criteria include hotel amenities, price range, star rating, 
facilities, hotel type, etc. By choosing these criteria, the search results should include only hotels meeting the 
thresholds. However, the heuristics used to formulate search results are not clear. For example, a customer 
wants a hotel with a business center, fitness center, and that allows a pet. If conjunctive heuristics are applied, 
then only hotels meeting all the three criteria will be included in the search results. If disjunctive heuristics are 
used, then any hotels meeting any o f the three criteria will be included in the search results. Yet, in the case of 
customers looking for either a bed and breakfast (B&B) or a resort hotel, which are mutually exclusive, then 
conjunctive heuristics will return no meaningful results, but disjunctive heuristics will return both B&B and 
resort hotels. Therefore, which heuristics are used by the web site designers, as well as how attributes are 
categorized, are all important to hotel companies and travel wholesaler companies.
LITERATURE REVIEW
In 2005, Travel Industry Association reported 64 million, or 82% of American online travelers, plan 
and book their trips online, comparing to 44.6 million in 2004. Various research companies reported different 
types o f web sites used by travelers to plan trips. The research from TIA showed that the most popular types o f 
web sites used for travel planning are online travel agency web sites, 57%; search engine web sites, 64%; 
suppliers’ web sites, 54% (While the number o f Americans using the internet appears to have reached a plateau, 
2005). According to Nielsen-NetRatings.com, 54% of online travel shoppers begin travel research with an 
online travel agency, 37% begin at a travel supplier web site, and 9% begin with a travel mega-search provider 
(Yen, 2005). Reuters quoted Henry Harteveldt at Forrester Research that for travelers planned trips online, 44% 
used travel agency web sites, 27% used search engines such as Google and Yahoo, 25% used travel suppliers’ 
web sites, and 6.5% used travel search engines. (Partnerships are key to online travel search survival, 2005).
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Previous researchers responded to the main stream consumer behavior and studied travel wholesalers’ 
web sites. Carroll and Siguaw (2003) stated that the future growth o f hotel suppliers’ web sites will not come at 
the expense o f online travel wholesalers’ business, as consumers like the wide property selections available on 
the travel wholesalers’ web sites. They further indicated that, “As entities like Expedia become prominent in the 
consumer’s mind, those entities are identified as brands in their own right. To the extent that they can produce 
bookings and supply other services, they could become an alternative for chain membership by properties’. 
Daniele and Frew (2004) reviewed the history and business models o f major travel wholesalers’ web sites. 
Powley, et al. (2004) found “enjoyability”, “confidence”, “safeness”, and “complexity o f choices” as significant 
factors in predicting the intension to purchase travel online. Tso and Law (2005) compared the prices o f Hong 
Kong hotels among different distribution channels and found significant differences among the selected 
channels. Jarvelainen (2006) studied 9 multi-category travel sites and found both similar features and 
differences in supporting inexperienced customers. Park and Gretzel (2006) compared user perceptions between 
travel search engines and online travel web sites, and found consumers have similar perceptions. These 
researches address such issues as the history, business model, usability, intention to use travel wholesalers’ web 
sites, but didn’t address specifically how features offered among travel wholesalers’ web sites can facilitate 
travelers’ decision making.
Huber (1997) commented that people take little time to make decisions. With poor information, 
heuristics are used to make acceptable choices decisions, with limited efforts from the consumers. Heuristics 
can be categorized by compensatory, such as linear, weighted linear, and multi-attributes, as well as non­
compensatory, such as conjunctive, disjunctive, and lexicographic (Pras and Summers, 1975, Wright, 1975, 
Parkinson and Reilly, 1979). When applying compensatory heuristics, the weak attributes o f an alternative can 
be compensated by the stronger attributes. On the other hand, non-compensatory heuristics do not take into 
consideration the complementarities among attributes within an alternative. Under the conjunctive heuristic, a 
product will be chosen if  it meets all standards in all preset thresholds. Under the disjunctive heuristic, a 
product will be chosen if  it meets any o f the standards in all present thresholds. The elimination-by-aspects 
heuristic compares alternatives one attribute at a time. Those alternatives that don’t meet the preset standard 
will be eliminated. Those that do meet the present standard will be compared at another attribute. The process 
continues until only one alternative remains. The elimination-by-aspects heuristic does compare attributes 
based on sequence of the relative importance, but more on a random sequence. The lexicographic heuristic is 
similar to the elimination-by-aspects heuristic, but differs in the sequence o f attribute comparison. The 
lexicographic heuristic compares alternatives based on the importance o f attributes.
Chung and Law (2003) evaluated Hong Kong hotels’ web sites based on a list o f the self-developed 
performance indicators. The indicators included facilities information, customer contact information, 
reservations information, surrounding area information, and management o f web sites. They found that the 
higher the class o f the hotel, the better the performance. ANOVA results showed significant performance 
differences among high tariff A hotels, high tariff B hotels, and budget medium tariff hotels. Law and Hsu 
(2006) investigated the important dimensions and attributes o f hotel web sites, and found reservation 
information, such as room rates, check rates availability, telephone number, and transportation as the most 
important attributes. However, the above researchers did not examine the heuristics used by the web site 
designers to facilitate users’ ability to make comparisons o f hotel properties.
PURPOSE
The aim of this research is to investigate the attributes available at the web sites o f major hotel 
companies and travel wholesalers, and the underlining heuristics used by these websites, as well as whether 
these attributes are perceived to facilitate customers’ decision making.
METHODOLOGY
Carroll and Siguaw (2003) stated consumers like the hotel property selections offered by the travel 
wholesalers’ web sites. Therefore, the top 10 hotel companies selected for this study were defined by the 
number of properties controlled by the company, not the number of rooms controlled by the company.
In the first step, the researcher conducted an experiment in 10 travel wholesalers’ web sites and 10 
hotel companies’ web sites. The purpose was to inventory the available functions and attributes offered by the 
web sites which could facilitate customers’ decision making. The independent variable is these 20 web sites.
The dependent variables are the available functions and attributes offered by theses web sites. The controlled 
variables are the number o f travelers (2), the number o f rooms (1), travel dates (check-in Oct 25, check-out Oct
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28,2006), and destination (Amsterdam). The researcher entered the above information and left all other values 
unchanged.
In the second step, two experiments were conducted in the 20 web sites. The researcher formed two 
hypothetical customer profiles, each with special attribute needs. The customer profile one is a single traveler 
who needs a fitness center, internet access and business center. The independent variable is these 20 web sites. 
The dependent variables are the search results. The controlled variables are travel dates (check-in Oct 25, 
Check-out Oct 28,2006), the number o f travelers (1), destination (Paris), and the number o f rooms (1). 
Additional controlled variables are subject to the function availabilities provided by each web site. These 
additional controlled variables include the availability to set up the criteria of fitness center (Yes/No), internet 
access (Yes/No), and the business center (Yes/No).
The third experiment is another customer profile. Customer profile two is a couple traveling with a 7- 
years old child and a cat. They need free breakfast, access to public transportation, pet friendly policy, pool, 
internet, and fitness center. The independent variable again was the 20 web sites. TTie dependent variables are 
the search results. The controlled variables are travel dates (check-in Oct 25, Check-out Oct 28,2006), the 
number o f traveler (3 ,2  A + 1C), destination (Paris), and the number of rooms (1). Additional controlled 
variables are subject to the function availabilities provided by each web site. These additional controlled 
variables include the availability to request free breakfast (Yes/No), public transportation (Yes/No), pet friendly 
policy (Yes/No), pool (Yes/No), internet (Yes/No), and fitness center (Yes/No). The controlled variables were 
entered as soon as the functions were available. Both experiments two and three were conducted in Apr 2006 
for two times to ensure reliability. The search results from these 20 web sites were examined to identify the 
underlining heuristics.
DATA ANALYSIS
Ten travel wholesalers’ web sites used in the study included: Expedia, Travelocity, Orbitz, Sidestep, 
Mobissimo, Kayak, Ebookers (UK), Opodo (UK), Hotels (US), and Hotwire. Ebookers, Opodo, and Hotels 
have country specific web sites. The researcher decided to use EBookers UK web site, Opodo UK web site, and 
Hotels US web site. All web sites ask information such as city, check-in date, and the number o f rooms. In 
addition, some web sites offer potential travelers the opportunities to enter more criteria. For example, Kayak 
allows travelers to select from five price ranges (i.e. under 50, under 100, etc), while Opodo gives travelers the 
opportunity to set the price range (between x amount and y amount). Four web sites offer travelers the 
opportunity to specify hotel star ratings. Ebookers and Orbitz offer this attribute as a discontinuous variable (i.e. 
only 2 stars, or 3 stars, etc.), while Kayak and Opodo offer it as a continuous variable (i.e. above 2 stars, or 
between 2 stars and 4 stars, etc).
Table 1
Price and Star Rating Filter Functions Available on Wholesaler Web Sites
Price Star Ratings
Hotels All rates, under $ 75, $ 75- 
125, $125-$200, $200 & up
Ebookers A pull down list o f  All, 1-2,2- 
3, 3-4,4-5, 1-5
Kayak Allow users to set the range 
of prices
Kayak Allow multiple selections from 
any, 1,2, 3 ,4 ,5
Sidestep Allow users to set the range 
of prices
Orbitz A pull down list o f  I star, 2 
stars, 3 stars, 4 stars, and 5 
stars
Travelocity Allow users to set the range 
of prices
Sidestep Allow multiple selections from 
any, 1,2, 3 ,4 ,5
Travelocity Allow users to set the range o f  
star ratings
The search results were presented by company picks, best value, price, or advertised. All web sites 
allow travelers to sort the results by price, hotel name, hotel star ratings, or company picks. Eight web sites 
present the results in a map view. Hotels, Opodo, and Sidestep offer a comparison function. At this point, 
seven web sites offer travelers more search options, which are amenities, price range, star rating range, or 
activities. These advanced options can assist travelers to filter out the initial search results. Hotels, Kayak, 
Sidestep, and Travelocity allow travelers to set price range to filter the search results. Ebookers, Kayak, Orbitz, 
Sidestep, and Travelocity enable travelers to specify the range o f star ratings. Please refer to Table 1 for price 
and star ratings filter functions offered by these Wholesaler web sites.
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Based on an article in the Hotels magazine, the top ten hotel companies which franchise the most hotels 
were identified (Strauss and Scoviak, 2005). They are Cendant, Choice, Intercontinental, Hilton, Marriott, 
Accor, Carlson, Hyatt, Starwood, and Louver Hotels. The researcher faced two challenges before she could 
conduct the hypothetical experiment on the hotel companies’ web sites. First, Cendant and Carlson Hospitality 
Worldwide do not have a company-wide reservation function on their web sites. After having reviewed web 
sites o f Cendant brands, including: Days Inn, Super 8, and Ramada, the researcher decided to use Ramada to 
represent Cendant. The web site design was identical for 3 brands: Days Inn, Super 8 and Ramada. Ramada 
was chosen because o f it included more European properties. On the other hand, Carlson was represented by 
Radisson, the largest brand within the Carlson hotels. The second challenge was that not all hotel companies 
have properties in Amsterdam. The researcher decided to change the location to Paris, but kept the same travel 
dates and the number o f travelers.
All 10 hotel web sites ask information o f location and check-in date. Eight hotels ask for information 
on the number o f adults or guests. Seven hotels ask for the number o f rooms. Five hotels offer the rate 
type/program, which includes AAA or CAA rate, senior discount, or government and military. Among these 
five hotels, four offer a pull down list o f these rates. Marriott lists all these rates as separate attributes, but 
allows travelers to click on only one o f them at a time. Six hotel companies offer the attribute o f promotion 
code or rate, either as a separate attribute or in combination with the rate type/program. Among these six hotels, 
Ramada, Radisson and Hyatt ask users to enter the special offer code, which can verify the qualification. 
Although Hilton and Marriott both offer travelers the opportunity to specify the brand (within their company), 
they structure it differently. Marriott offers a pull down list o f all brands, while Hilton has two choices, Hilton 
Hotels and All Hilton family brands.
After having entered the travel information, all web sites returned with at least one hotel in Paris. As 
Accor has 156 properties in Paris, it asks travelers to specify the area in Paris before it returns the search results. 
Except Hyatt, all hotels allowed the map view o f hotel results. Nine results were presented by either brands or 
distance. Since Ramada has only one property in Paris, it is impossible to tell how Ramada presents the search 
result. In terms o f sorting functions, Ramada, Accor, and Louvre offered none. For the remaining 7 hotel 
companies, travelers can sort by distance, brand, price, availability, or rate program. Seven o f the ten hotel 
companies offer more search options at this point. Both Hilton and Marriott offer a comparison function.
Hilton allows travelers to pick up to four hotels, while Marriott allows three. Table 2 compares the search 
results and sort functions offered by travel wholesalers’ sites and hotel companies’ sites. Table 3 lists the 
frequency o f the most common attributes from these 20 web sites.
The researcher conducted two experiments for Hotel Profile one and Hotel Profile two on the web sites. 
The results are shown in Table 4 and Table 5
Table 2
Comparison between Travel Wholesalers’ and Hotel Companies’ Web Sites
Search Results Presented by Sort Functions Available
Travel Wholesalers’ 
Web Sites
Hotel Companies’ 
Web Sites
Travel Wholesalers’ 
Web Sites
Hotel Companies’ 
Web Sites
Company picks Brand Price Price
Best value Distance Hotel name Brand
Price Hotel star ratings Distance
Advertised Company picks Availability
Rate Program
Table 3
Frequency of Available Attributes at the Travel Wholesalers’ and Hotel Companies’ Sites
Attributes Fitness Pool Restaurant High
Speed
Internet
Pets Handicapped
Access
Business
Center
Room
Services
Free
Breakfast
Travel
Wholesalers
7 7 7 6 5 3 3 4 4
Hotel
Companies
5 7 5 7 6 3 4 1 2
DISCUSSION
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Table 2 shows the comparison o f sort functions between travel wholesalers’ and hotel companies’ web 
sites. In terms of price, travel wholesalers’ show the room price as either average daily rate or total prices for 
the stay, while hotel companies, except Starwood, show the range o f prices available at each hotel identified. It 
is worth noting this funding even though the researcher can not explain why the hotel companies choose to show 
the range o f prices instead of specific prices. Another important difference between travel wholesalers’ and 
hotel companies’ web sites is the availability o f sorting by star ratings. In fact, none o f the hotel companies’ 
sites indicated any star rating information. This may imply that hotel companies do not accept the verdict o f any 
rating system. However, the rating system is popular among travel wholesalers’ web sites, and probably is used 
by consumers in the decision making process, although this study has no evidence to support this assumption.
Table 4
Hotel Profile 1 Results: Single Traveler Requires Fitness Center, Internet, And Business Center.
Advanced 
options 
available 
at the 
beginning
Advanced
options
available
after
shown
search
results
Fi
tn
es
s 
ce
nt
er
In
te
rn
et
Bu
sin
es
s 
C
en
te
r Returned 
Results: 
# o f  
hotels 
met the 
criteria
Remarks
Ebookers Y Y Y 56 Shown only hotels matching 
100%.
Expedia Y Y Y Y 21/29 Total 29 hotels, but only 21 
hotels are available.
Hotels Y Y Y Y Y 32 Shown matching 100% first, 
plus other hotels.
Hotwire 17 Show results in a matrix 
with location and star rating
Kayak Y Y Y 47 When entered criteria, 
instant feedback was shown.
Mobissimo All
hotels
Returned hotels regardless if 
any amenities are available 
on properties.
Opodo Y Y All 79 
hotels
Returned hotels regardless if 
any amenities are available 
on properties.
Orbitz Y Y Y Y Y All
hotels
Returned hotels regardless if  
any amenities are available 
on properties.
Sidestep Y Y Y Y 10 When entered criteria, 
instant feedback was shown.
Travelocity Y Y Y 15 When entered criteria, 
instant feedback was shown.
Ramada 1 Description shown wifi
Choice Y Y Y Y Y 0/44 None matching 100%, with 
warning.
Intercontin
ental
Y Y Y 1 Shown only hoteI(s) 
matching 100%.
Hilton Y Y Y Y Y 1 Shown only hotel(s) 
matching 100%.
Marriott Y Y Y 6 Shown only hotels matching 
100%.
Accor Y 12 Only downtown hotels, 
allow wifi after shown 
results
Radisson 4 Read descriptions to 
identify amenities
Hyatt Y Y Y 3 List # of hotels matching 
each amenity
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Starwood Y Y Y Y Y 3 Shown 100% matching 
hotels first
Louvre Y Y 5 Shown only hotels matching 
100%.
Table 3 shows the different attributes available at the travel wholesalers’ and hotel companies’ web 
sites. The presence o f each attribute is an indication that the web site designers believe it is relevant to 
customers’ decision making. For each attribute, the different frequencies may indicate the various levels o f 
importance placed by the wholesalers and the hotel companies. Both wholesalers and hotel companies place 
more emphasizes on “pets” than ‘handicapped access”. An optimistic view of this is that since if/or all hotels 
have handicapped access, then it is not necessaiy to emphasize this attribute. Another view is that hotels 
welcome pets more than handicapped guests. In terms o f room services, it appears that more travel wholesalers 
think room services are important than hoteliers do. Starwood and Intercontinental offer specific attributes such 
as “heavenly bed”, “heavenly bath”, “Kidssuites”, and “Holidome” on their web sites. This indicates these two 
companies believe their customers will make decisions based on the availabilities o f these services or amenities.
Hotel Profile 2 Results: 
breakfast, access to
Table 5
a couple traveling with a 7-years old child, and a cat. They need free 
public transportation, pet policy, internet, pool, and fitness center.
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Remarks
Ebookers Y Y 13 Shown only hotels matching 100%.
Expedia Y Y Y Y 1 Allows attributes after shown results. 
Instant feedback.
Hotels Y Y Y Y 1 Shown hotels matching 100% first,. 
plus other hotels.
Hotwire 4 Show results in a matrix with location 
and star rating
Kayak Y Y Y Y 3 When enter criteria, instant feedback 
was shown.
Mobissimo All
hotels
Returned hotels regardless if  any 
amenities are available on properties.
Opodo Y Y All 95 
hotels
Returned hotels regardless if  any 
amenities are available on properties.
Orbitz Y Y Y Y All
hotels
Returned hotels regardless if  any 
amenities are available on properties.
Sidestep Y Y Y 2 Instant feedback was provided. After 
entered 3 attributes, pool & fitness 
center were disabled.
Travelocity Y Y Y 2 After entered 3 attributes, added either 
fitness or pool will receive 0 result
Ramada 1 Description shown wifi availability
Choice Y Y Y Y Y 0/44 None matching 100%, with warning.
Intercontine
ntal
Y Y 24 None matching 100%, with warning.
Hilton Y Y Y Y 5 None matching 100%, no warning.
Marriott Y Y 2 With 3 criteria, none matching, with 
warning. Removed “pool”, 2 hotels.
Accor Y 12 Shown only hotels matching 100%.
Radisson 4 Read descriptions to identify amenities
Hyatt Y Y Y 1 List # o f hotels matching each amenity
Starwood ** Y Y Y 0/6 None matching 100%, no warning
Louvre ** Y Y Y 20 Shown only hotels matching 100%.
* Attribute o f ‘Subway’ and ‘Train Station’ were selected.
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Choice hotels offer attributes such as “free coffee & pastry”, “free cont’l breakfast”, “free full 
breakfast”, “internet (hi-speed)”, “internet (wireless)”, “pool (indoor/outdoor)”, “pool (indoor)”, and “pool”. 
Attributes are broken down into more specific details. Certainly, this can help travelers to define more 
specifically what they want. However, in both profile experiments, after having clicked all attributes, there were 
no hotels matching all criteria. Specifically, the researcher decided to use this opportunity to verify whether the 
heuristic used is conjunctive or disjunctive. The researcher clicked on only “free coffee & pastry”, “free cont’i 
breakfast”, or “free full breakfast”, one at a time, and found no hotels matching the criterion. In other words, no 
Choice hotel offers any kind o f breakfast in Paris. This may be due to the fact that the web site is set up for all 
properties in the world, and the fact that no Choice hotels in Paris offer breakfast. Or, this may indicate the lack 
o f alignment between operations, marketing, and IT. In other words, some Paris Choice hotels do offer some 
kind of breakfast, but the information can not be presented.
Referring to Table 6, the availability o f advanced options at the beginning o f the reservation process 
plays a crucial role in determining how the search results would be determined. This availability allows 
customers to set their criteria. Some companies use these advance options to filter hotels. In this case, the 
heuristic used is conjunctive. Other companies, such as Opodo and Orbitz, the search results indicated the 
availability o f these attributes on all properties. In other words, the input o f criteria has nothing to do with the 
search results, but do determine which attribute information will be shown on the search results. On the other 
hand, some companies only provide advanced options after shown the search results.- Examples are Expedia, 
Kayak, Sidestep, Travelocity, and Accor. All these five web sites provide instant feedback. As soon as 
travelers enter a criterion, the number o f hotels changes immediately to reflect the filter result. Therefore, the 
order of entering criteria will change the search results. As the feedback is provided immediately, travelers can 
change their criteria and re-enter orders to reflect the priority. In this case, the heuristic is similar to 
lexicographic.
Table 6
Availability o f Advanced Options at the Beginning of Reservation Process
At the Beginning Returned Results Examples
Yes 100% matching: only 100% matching Ebookers, Hilton, Marriott, 
Louvre
Yes 100% matching: first 100% matching, Hotels, Choice, Starwood,
then other hotels intercontinental
Yes Less than 100%: with warning, shows 
no results
Marriott
Yes Less than 100%: with warning Choice, Intercontinental, and
Yes Less than 100%: without warning Hilton, Starwood
Yes Amenities as reference points Opodo, Orbitz
At the Beginning Advanced Options Available later Examples
No Yes, with instant feedback Expedia, Kayak, Sidestep, 
Travelocity, Accor
No Yes, with specific two attributes Hotwire
No Not available at all Mobissimo, Ramada, Radisson
When no hotels meet the criteria, hotel companies communicate this message to travelers differently. 
Marriott shows a red warning, and asks travelers to change criteria. Choice and Intercontinental present all 
hotels in that region; with a highlighted warning to remind customers that no hotels meet their criteria. Hilton 
and Starwood show all hotels in that region, with a note that “following hotels most closely match your search 
criteria” or show “% o f matching”. As Marriott stops the search process, this may force travelers to eliminate 
some attributes in order to finish the decision process. By refusing to continue the process, Marriott actively 
communicates with travelers, given the risk that some travelers may stop the process all together. “% o f  
Matching” is used by several web sites. Except for 100% matching, it is difficult to figure out how the % is 
calculated. In other words, travelers still need to read through search results to understand if  the hotel meets 
their criteria.
Five web sites offer the comparison function. Hotels, Opodo, Sidestep, and Marriott show the 
comparison by listing the availability o f each attribute. On the other hand, Hilton shows the result in detailed 
attribute descriptions. Within the descriptions, Hilton presents the room size o f the hotels, which is perceived 
by the researcher as important but generally hard to find information, with Hilton being the only company from 
those selected for this study to provide it.
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CONCLUSION
As an exploratory study, this research examined and compared the attributes, features, and structures 
between travel wholesalers’ and hotel companies web sites. The structure o f an online reservation process will 
determine the search outcome, as shown in Table 6. Through the availability o f instant feedback, travel 
wholesalers appear to be more sophisticated in helping travelers making hotel selections. The availability o f a 
comparison fimction to put competing hotels side by side, attribute by attribute, definitely help travelers to make 
purchase decisions. Travel wholesalers and hotel companies show different perceptions on which attributes are 
important for decision making. Different presentation o f prices, availability o f attributes, and the unavailability 
of a star rating in hotel companies web sites are examples.
Three experiments are used in this research. Controlled variables included travel dates, number of 
travelers, and destination. Additional controlled variables are the availability o f  clicking on specific amenities, 
such as internet, fitness center, business center, free breakfast, etc. This research does not involve any pricing 
and star rating variables. In addition, variables such as hotel type (i.e. resort, boutique, or B&B) and activities 
(i.e. golf, tennis) are not addressed. Further research is needed to include these variables in the research design.
The process o f identifying a hotel room to purchase is a complex issue. The web site structure will 
determine the initial search results, as well as the later purchase decisions. The structure o f web sites can be 
viewed as the combination of heuristics used and attributes offered. Heuristics and available attributes are the 
rules set by the web sites. Travelers need to adapt to these rules. However, as shown in this research, both 
heuristics and attributes vary from site to site. Travelers first face the challenge o f variety in web site design, 
and later the challenge of understanding the search results. More research is needed to clarify the underneath 
heuristics, criteria used by web site designers to select attributes to be presented on the web sites, as well as if  
these heuristics and attributes facilitate travelers decision making.
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